THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF VIRTUOSITY: MUSICAL LABOR AND THE VALUATION OF SKILL IN THE AGE OF ELECTRONIC MEDIA by VanderHamm, David
 
 
 
 
 
THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF VIRTUOSITY: MUSICAL LABOR AND THE 
VALUATION OF SKILL IN THE AGE OF ELECTRONIC MEDIA 
 
 
 
 
 
David VanderHamm 
 
 
 
 
 
A dissertation submitted to the faculty at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 
partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the School of 
Music. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapel Hill 
2017 
 
 
 
 
 Approved by: 
 
 Mark Katz 
 
 Harris Berger 
 
 Annegret Fauser 
 
 Chérie Rivers Ndaliko 
 
 Jocelyn Neal 
 
 
 ii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2017 
David VanderHamm 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 
 iii 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
DAVID VANDERHAMM: The Social Construction of Virtuosity: Musical Labor and the 
Valuation of Skill in the Age of Electronic Media 
(Under the direction of Mark Katz) 
  
The central argument of this dissertation is that virtuosity is a socially constructed 
phenomenon. It does not reside solely in the bodies of performers, nor in the opinions of listeners 
(whether lay listeners or professional critics), nor the works of composers. Instead, virtuosity 
occurs within the relationships that connect these various actors, and understanding it requires 
attending to these relationships as well as the values that shape the cultural and subcultural 
contexts in which they take place.  
I explore the social construction of virtuosity through three case studies that demonstrate 
how different understandings of skill are formed and made apparent through performance, 
discourse, and media. Each traces how electronic media shape the contexts of virtuosity and the 
modes of presentation and attention that give rise to it. Because these case studies vary widely in 
genre and historical era, the specific methods and materials employed in each vary as well. I 
draw broadly on archival, ethnographic, and media sources to explore how virtuosity is 
constructed in its particular time and place. The first case study considers virtuosity from the 
disciplinary viewpoint of disability studies, exploring how bodily difference in the forms of 
disability and gender contributes to the construction of virtuosity. I argue that virtuosity and 
disability are similar, both departures from normative embodiment that are intensely personal yet 
irreducibly social. The second case study considers the construction of “downhome” virtuosity in 
the early country music radio broadcasts of the 1930s. The third deals with the cosmopolitan 
 iv 
virtuosity of Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin and the ways that skill and cross-cultural 
adaptability become both especially prized and mutually dependent.  
By arguing that virtuosity is not a simple fact about a performer’s body that audiences 
encounter but a social experience that they help construct, I foreground the cultural performance 
of value within virtuosity. Even in the mediated listening of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, many people continue to value music not as an independent “sonorous object,” but as a 
particular type of human labor that performs a confluence of values through which they 
experience the world and develop a sense of self.  
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INTRODUCTION: SKILL MADE APPARENT  
 
 
From 2008 to 2011, I began each day by sitting down in a practice room with a book 
entitled Kitharologus: The Path to Virtuosity.1 Inside was a system of exercises for both hands, 
all designed to produce the necessary strength and dexterity to perform the most demanding 
classical guitar repertoire. Working through Kitharologus was a form of body modification, a 
way of training my muscles, tendons, and joints to assume shapes and execute patterns that 
previously felt unnatural or even impossible. At the times I grew weary of these difficult 
exercises, I would stop to imagine reaching the virtuosity they promised, picturing much of what 
the term denotes in Western classical music—fingers flying across a fingerboard, realizing a 
thicket of improbably arranged notes. Despite my isolation, I did not picture this in the context of 
simply playing alone in the practice room. Instead, I envisioned performing such feats for my 
teacher, my peers, or listeners on the other side of a radio, television, or computer. The path to 
virtuosity necessarily led me into the social world and “cultural system” of which I was a part.2 
The central claim of this dissertation is that virtuosity is a socially constructed 
phenomenon. I offer myself as an initial example to make the point that even individual 
virtuosity is irreducibly social. It does not reside solely in the bodies of performers, nor in the 
opinions of listeners (whether lay listeners or professional critics), nor the works of composers. 
Instead, virtuosity occurs within the relationships that connect these various entities and is 
                                                
1 Ricardo Iznaola, Kitharologus: The Path to Virtuosity (Heidelberg: Chanterelle Verlag, 1989). 
2 For a study of the conservatory as a cultural system, see Henry Kingsbury, Music, Talent, and Performance: A 
Conservatory Cultural System (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1988), 59. 
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shaped by the cultural and subcultural contexts in which they take place. I am hardly the first to 
call attention on the social circumstances and forces that give rise to virtuosity. Nevertheless, 
there remains a tendency to discuss virtuosity as self-evident musical skill that, whether 
cherished for its power to move listeners or derided as a trick, resides within the sphere of the 
performer. My goal here is to broaden our understanding of virtuosity by demonstrating how 
sociality is fundamental to the phenomenon. 
Most constructionist arguments fall somewhere on a continuum between “objective” 
attention to the construction of “real states of affairs” through social forces and “interpretive” 
arguments about the meanings that people experience within those circumstances.3 My 
arguments will attend to both, not separately, but as mutually constitutive. Virtuosity is 
collectively produced through actual sound, bodies in motion, instrumental technologies, deeply 
held values, and social and economic factors. Social construction occurs within these embodied 
practices of production, promotion, and perception, and it is through these practices that people 
produce and experience meaning. Furthermore, these meanings shape the materials and 
phenomena that they interpret, and the socially constructed “real states of affairs” do indeed 
affect the sort of meanings that are available. Thus, while discourse and narrative are important 
aspects of virtuosity, it is not reducible to those aspects. As Sociologist Darin Weinberg argues: 
Theories, narratives, epistemes, discourses, texts, and indeed language use in general are 
grounded and embodied not in fixed linguistic structures that hover above, beneath, or 
behind social practices but in a vast and often incongruous collection of concrete social 
activities in which people are practically and emotionally, not just conceptually, 
invested.4 
 
                                                
3 Scott R. Harris, What Is Constructionism?: Navigating Its Use in Sociology (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, 2010), 6. 
4 Darin Weinberg, “The Philosophical Foundations of Constructionist Research,” in Handbook of Constructionist 
Research, ed. James Holstein and Jaber Gubrium (New York: Guilford Press, 2008), 32. 
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Throughout this dissertation I explore how performers and their various intermediaries 
are invested in the economic sense as well, but everyone who participates in virtuosity’s 
construction does so because it matters to them. Through the actions of musicians, audiences, 
and a host of intermediaries who promote and present music, skill becomes apparent and socially 
meaningful. The meanings and values attached to skilled musical labor—even the very 
determination of what counts as labor or skill—arise from the relationships among these actors 
and their social, musical, and economic worlds. 
Media and Etymology 
This dissertation explores virtuosity in the age of electronic media, which I use to denote the 
period from the advent of radio as a household technology around 1920 to the present. The 
phrase is loosely amalgamated from Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of the Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction” and Marshall McLuhan’s claim that “the medium, or process, of our 
time—electric technology—is reshaping and restructuring patterns of social interdependence.”5 
Beyond providing the inspiration for the phrase, my arguments about virtuosity and media mirror 
Benjamin’s argument that reproduction is not a new issue for the arts: “man-made articles could 
always be imitated by man.”6 It was mechanical reproduction that was new, and Benjamin 
argues that this change required asking not whether technologically reproduced objects fit into 
accepted standards of art, but how the nature of the phenomenon itself had changed. These two 
                                                
5 I include within the category of electronic media technologies of broadcast and recording as well as the elements of 
“mediatized performance” theorized by performance studies scholar Philip Auslander in which the “live” has taken 
on the presentation styles and many of the technologies of the “mediated.” Examples of this include the use of video 
screens in concerts and the shaping of live audio environments careful audio mixing. See Marshall McLuhan, The 
Medium is the Massage (Berkeley, CA: Gingko Press, 1967), 8; Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Leon Wieselter (New York: Schocken 
Books, 2007), 217–52; Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 1–2. 
6 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” 218. 
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points provide a model for my initial treatment of virtuosity in the age of electronic media. Like 
reproduction’s relation to art, the link between virtuosity and media is actually one that spans the 
entire history of the term; it is electronic media that is new. 
Given what little we know of the origins of music, it is impossible to prove Vladimir 
Jankélévitch’s claims that virtuosity is “as old as music,” but there is ample evidence that the 
phenomenon of virtuosity long preceded the term.7 Some musicians in Greece, for example, 
toured, participated in competitions, and generally sought fame and fortune through the display 
of exceptional skill in much the same way as later virtuosi.8 The terms “virtuoso” and 
“virtuosity,” however, were coined in Italy during the sixteenth century, where they described 
the presence and display of cultivated skill and knowledge in a particular craft, art, or science.9 
In their original usage, they directly mirrored two prevalent streams of Renaissance thought 
related to their root-word, where possessing virtù meant both a propensity toward actions of 
conventional moral good as well as general efficacy or power.10 The virtuoso aimed at admirable 
ends and also possessed the necessary power and acumen—mental or physical—to accomplish 
the desired outcome. In this early sense, music was only one of many possible domains in which 
one might be a virtuoso.  
From the beginning virtuosity was at least potentially accompanied by mediation. These 
linguistic developments took place concurrently with the rise of music publishing in Italy 
                                                
7 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Liszt et la Rhapsodie: Essai sur la Virtuosité (Paris: Plon, 1979), 11. On the pre-history of 
music and its development through evolutionary “bio-cultural mechanisms,” see Gary Tomlinson, A Million Years 
of Music: The Emergence of Human Modernity (New York: Zone Books, 2015). 
8 Timothy Conrad Power, The Culture of Kitharôidia (Washington, DC: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2010), 11–13.  
9 Susan Bernstein, Virtuosity of the Nineteenth Century: Performing Music and Language in Heine, Liszt, and 
Baudelaire (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 11–12. 
10 Philip P. Wiener, “Virtú,” in Dictionary of the History of Ideas: Studies of Selected Pivotal Ideas, vol. IV (New 
York: Scribner, 1973), 476–79. Wiener notes that writers have also long suggested that the Italian word virtù is itself 
based on the Latin root vir, meaning man. 
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through the efforts of Ottaviano Petrucci and others, and like the terms “virtuoso” and 
“virtuosity,” music publishing spread across Europe throughout the sixteenth century.11 Prior to 
this time, manually produced books and writing itself had been almost exclusively the privilege 
of monks and others able to gain access to the libraries kept in monasteries.12 Thus the shift in 
the technology of reproduction allowed a shift in the media object’s availability. Furthermore, 
the kinds of musical skill that the printed page could best represent were precisely those that the 
term denoted when applied to a musician during this time: excellence as a composer or theorist.13 
The publication of compositions, treatises, and instructional books broached the “cordon of 
exclusivity” that had kept the most accomplished musicians cloistered within the aristocratic 
court or prestigious chapel, and this bursting of social boundaries was something that musicians 
of the day recognized and highlighted in their printed offerings.14 In 1593 a famous singer from 
the Papal chapel in Rome published Quick and Easy Way to Execute Ornaments, which 
promised access to musical exploits previously available “only in great cities and in the courts of 
princes.”15 Already, media was taking musical skill outside of bastions of religious and political 
power and their clear hierarchy. 
In the seventeenth century, the meanings of virtuosity and virtuoso began to narrow. 
Sébastien de Brossard’s Dictionaire de Musique of 1703 offered a definition similar to that from 
the sixteenth century, noting that the title of virtuoso might extend to “painters” and “architects,” 
                                                
11 Stanley Boorman, et al. “Printing and publishing of music,” Grove Music Online. Oxford University Press, 
accessed September 28, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
12 Ruth Ayaß, “Media Structures of the Lifeworld,” in Schutzian Phenomenology and Hermeneutic Traditions, ed. 
Michael Staudigl and George Berguno (Dordrecht, NLD: Springer, 2014), 97. 
13 Owen Jander, “Virtuoso,” Grove Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed September 28, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
14 Richard Freedman, Music in the Renaissance (New York: W. W. Norton, 2013), 222. 
15 Giovanni Luca Conforte, Breve et facile maniera d’essercitarsi a far passaggi, quoted in Ibid. 
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but that it was most often reserved for “excellent musicians.”16 During the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the meanings of the terms increasingly shifted towards musical 
performance, although many virtuosi were avid composers and improvisers in addition to their 
exploits as performers. This shift in meaning coincided first of all with the introduction of public 
concerts in which music was the primary object of attention rather than an accompaniment to 
another entertainment or ritual.17 In these more music-centric events, the rise of the opera and 
concerto as popular public genres gave an extended role to the soloist. And all of this—the shift 
in the term’s meaning, the spread of the public concert, and the growth of the genres mentioned 
above—happened concurrently with the rise of music criticism and journalism in the eighteenth 
century and its proliferation into music specific journals in the nineteenth century. As Alexander 
Stefaniak argues, “the growth of the public concert and mass markets for instruments and printed 
music” helped make the virtuoso a “star” at the center of musical life.18 Thus the changes in 
virtuosity’s meaning during the nineteenth century were not so much a result of technological 
innovations in media as they were a growth of markets for and interest in certain forms of media.  
During the early twentieth century, the meaning of virtuosity narrowed yet again, 
mirroring the increasingly narrow division of musical labor. The virtuoso as performer-composer 
embodied by Liszt or Paganini increasingly gave way to the virtuoso as performer-interpreter of 
Yehudi Menuhin or Arthur Rubinstein.19 Even when the term began to be used to describe 
                                                
16 Sébastien de Brossard, “Virtù,” in Dictionaire de Musique: contenant une explication des termes grecs, latins, 
italiens, 2nd ed. (Paris: C. Ballard, 1705); translated in Elisabeth Le Guin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal 
Musicology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 306n35. 
17 William Weber, “Concert (ii),” Grove Music Online, accessed September 28, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
18 Alexander Stefaniak, Schumann’s Virtuosity: Criticism, Composition, and Performance in Nineteenth-Century 
Germany (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2016), 2.  
19 Of course, this transition was not total. Serge Rachmaninoff (1873–1943), for example, continued the tradition of 
the virtuoso composer-performer well into the twentieth century. 
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performances in popular genres such as jazz, bluegrass, and heavy metal—where those 
performing were often improvisers or songwriters—it still primarily referred to performance 
skill. The introduction of recording and broadcast technology meant that virtuosity was no longer 
a fundamentally live phenomenon that listeners attended to in a singular physical space or time. 
The introduction of cylinders, discs, and the like meant that live performances were often 
required to “live up to recordings,” whose repeatability brought the possibility of “greater 
scrutiny.”20 More broadly, as Kiri Miller put it, virtuosity became “collaborative, dispersed, 
[and] mediated.”21  
Virtuosity has been tied to media since the term was coined. Whether through books, 
journals, or records, it has long been, at least potentially, a diffuse phenomenon. It stretches out 
both spatially and temporally, but remains dependent upon mediated social relations. Yet as the 
following chapters show, virtuosity is mediated differently during the age of electronic media. 
Technologies of electronic reproduction and dissemination mediated virtuosity in ways that 
require different modes of interpretation, different models, and an attention to the basic questions 
of virtuosity. Before posing these questions, however, I turn to the two models that have 
dominated scholarship on virtuosity: the Liszt model and the model of sport. In examining 
virtuosity during the age of electronic media, I will both build upon and challenge these models. 
The Liszt Model 
Many musicologists have made partially constructionist arguments about virtuosity within their 
work on the career of pianist-composer Franz Liszt. Vladimir Jankélévitch asserts that the 
                                                
20 Mark Katz, Capturing Sound: How Technology Has Changed Music, rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010), 31. 
21 Kiri Miller, “Virtuosity Without Virtue,” in Prekäre Exzellenz: Künste, Ökonomien und Politiken des Virtuosen, 
ed. Gabriele Brandstetter, Bettina Brandl-Risi, and Kai van Eikels (Freiburg: Rombach Verlag, 2008), 117. 
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virtuoso is an essentially public figure, declaring aphoristically, “there are no unrecognized 
virtuosi.”22 Similarly, James Deaville refers to audiences as “participants” in Liszt’s virtuosity, 
and Jim Samson argues that audiences shape virtuosity “almost as much as performers; they 
mould it to their own needs.”23 My arguments in this dissertation are indebted to these scholars, 
but as Deaville himself has pointed out, the fact that much of the musicological scholarship on 
virtuosity has been built around the performing career of the sensational nineteenth-century 
pianist has contributed to the “Liszt problem.”24 Simply put, no matter how much scholars might 
argue for the historical and cultural specificity of Liszt, he still becomes “the standard by which 
the meanings” of virtuosity are judged. Indeed, many studies of virtuosity—whether of classical 
music, jazz, heavy metal, or bluegrass—are built upon the model’s assumptions, while other 
forms of musical skill are dismissed because they are not easily interpretable through its lens.25 
To simplify somewhat, the Liszt model consists of two central tenets: that virtuosity is sublime 
and that it is fundamentally live.26 
The Sublime. The philosopher Thomas Carson Mark argues that while many of Liszt’s 
piano works are “about piano-playing” and thus virtuosity, any difficulty or display of skill 
associated with, for instance, a slow movement in a Beethoven Sonata, is simply requisite skill—
                                                
22 Jankélévitch, Liszt et la Rhapsodie, 34. 
23 James Deaville, “The Politics of Liszt’s Virtuosity,” in Liszt and the Birth of Early Modern Europe: Music as a 
Mirror of Religious, Political, Cultural, and Aesthetic Transformations, ed. Michael Saffle and Rossana Dalmonte 
(Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2003), 130; Jim Samson, Virtuosity and the Musical Work: The Transcendental 
Studies of Liszt (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 78. 
24 James Deaville, “Virtuosity and the Virtuoso” in Aesthetics of Music: Musicological Perspectives, ed. Stephen C. 
Downes.(New York: Routledge, 2014), 291–92. 
25 Several scholars have cited the problems with the direct application of this concept of virtuosity to jazz. See, for 
example, Ingrid Monson, Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and Interaction (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996), 134; James Dennen, “On Reception of Improvised Music,” The Drama Review 53, no. 4 (Winter 
2009): 142. 
26 To be clear, not all scholarship on Liszt subscribes to these ideas. Deaville’s recent survey of the aesthetics of 
virtuosity, for example, questions each of them. See Deaville, “Virtuosity and the Virtuoso,” 292. 
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that which is necessary for the artwork to exist.27 According to Mark, there is only overt 
virtuosity of excess, never a more subtle virtuosity of restraint or even cleverness. Mark’s 
argument grows out of an influential understanding of virtuosity as sublime, which Kant defined 
as “that in comparison with which everything else is small.”28 According to this logic, virtuosity 
is what happens when skill comes to the foreground so prominently that it overwhelms our 
senses and even its own musical context, thereby dominating the figure-ground structure of 
perception. Similarly, Kiene Brillenburg Wurth argues that the apparent fusion of performer and 
instrument provides a quintessential version of the technological sublime: “a sublime that does 
not resolve around the indeterminacy associated with the infinite or the realization of some moral 
destiny but around the apparently boundless capacities of a man-machine, displaying ever newer 
and ever more fabulous technical possibilities without the slightest effort.”29 Implicitly 
associating virtuosity with the sublime reinforces the idea that virtuosity requires performers to 
constantly scale new heights once the audience has grown accustomed to the most recent 
overwhelming display. Thus Dana Gooley begins his study of Liszt by arguing that a performer 
must constantly cross “new, more challenging” boundaries, else “he will no longer be perceived 
as a virtuoso.”30 
Liveness. In Virtuosity in the Nineteenth Century, Susan Bernstein offers an evocative 
description of virtuosity as “obstinately grounded in materiality and singularity.” She writes: “the 
virtuoso performance can never be dissociated from the time and space of its occurrence; it takes 
                                                
27 Mark, “On Works of Virtuosity,” 28. 
28 See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. J.H. Bernard (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2012), 64–66. 
29 Kiene Brillenburg Wurth, Musically Sublime: Indeterminacy, Infinity, Irresolvability (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2009), 117. 
30 Dana Gooley, The Virtuoso Liszt (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 1.  
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place in a foundational relationship to its instrument and is constituted by the physical contact 
with the stage, the audience, the ambiance.”31 Even in scholarship that considers the ways that 
nineteenth-century composers “scripted virtuosic display” through the musical work, live 
performance retains a prominent place as a site for realizing the musical work or as a source for 
the techniques that it codifies.32 This emphasis on live performance is valuable in the context of 
studies of Liszt and other nineteenth-century musicians, but as James Deaville points out, it has 
impacted studies of virtuosity in later eras such that issues of mediation have been 
undertreated.33 
The “Liszt problem” is thus not internal to studies of Liszt. Rather, the prevalence of 
scholarship on Liszt and virtuosity in the nineteenth century in general promotes understandings 
of virtuosity that can inadvertently limit the field of inquiry. The logic of sublime virtuosity 
excludes a whole range of experiences that can be fruitfully examined as specific forms of the 
phenomenon in which the display of skill lies precisely in the subtle discipline of the performers, 
such as in those slow movements of sonatas, or traditional Japanese dance.34 It is not that these 
are “about skill” in any overt manner, but that audiences may attend to these as displays of 
mastery via restraint. Virtuosity can be a useful way of describing and thinking about these and 
other performances where the display, appreciation, and local definition of skill are made to 
coexist with other values rather than overwhelming them.  
                                                
31 Bernstein, Virtuosity of the Nineteenth Century, 11. 
32 Stefaniak, Schumann’s Virtuosity, 2; Samson, Virtuosity and the Musical Work, 66–102. 
33 See Deaville, “Virtuosity and the Virtuoso,” 292. 
34 Irma Dosamantes notes that forms of Japanese dance seek “ultimate beauty not in lively motion or soaring leaps 
but in seeming to dance without moving,” and this means that one “can be a hundred years old and still be 
considered a virtuoso.” See Irma Dosamantes, “Body-Image: Repository for Cultural Idealizations and Denigrations 
of the Self,” The Arts in Psychotherapy 19 (1992): 264. 
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As another example, a primary aesthetic value and marker of skill within música 
sertaneja (Brazilian country music) is in the perfect pairing of two brothers’ voices. Matching 
timbre and harmonizing together is so thoroughly important that even drifting out of tune is 
acceptable so long as both singers do so together. Judgments of skill here are based on the 
interaction between the two voices: “in a perfectly blended dupla [duo], one should not even be 
able to determine which voice carries the melody and which the harmony.”35 Such careful 
blending of voices does not involve the hallmarks of speed or overwhelming display associated 
with virtuosity, but it is nonetheless a display of skill that carries great value for the musicians 
and their many fans. If we do not assume that virtuosity must be sublime, then speed or technical 
innovation are only two powerful but not universally effective ways of making skill apparent. 
Depending on the social and musical context, speed may be inappropriate, and innovation may 
be just as likely to give rise to rejection rather than celebration. 
Although virtuosity has been particularly associated with live display, recorded 
performances can be appreciated for their display of skill despite the fact that one of their 
defining features is their repeatability.36 It is not that materiality ceases to matter or that listeners 
never have a sense of the “singularity” of virtuosity, but that it is mediated, spread out over time 
and space, and placed in new contexts. Even today when the issue of mediation enters into 
discussions of virtuosity, the influence of the Liszt model can be seen in the ways that mediated 
experiences are portrayed in terms of loss. James Deaville demonstrates this at the end of his 
essay on the aesthetics of virtuosity when he poses questions for further research: “Are recorded 
audio-only performances truly regarded as less virtuosic? Do older audio recording techniques 
                                                
35 Alexander Sebastian Dent, River of Tears: Country Music, Memory, and Modernity in Brazil (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2009), 77–78. 
36 Katz, Capturing Sound, 10–55. 
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hinder the listener’s appreciation of exceptional talent? Do video tapes and DVDs (and televised 
performances) also provide a reduced experience?”37 These are important questions that point to 
fundamental differences between the experience of live and electronically mediated 
performance. However, as I will argue, electronic media’s role in virtuosity is not one of simple 
subtraction from the richness of the live stage.  
One simple yet ubiquitous transformation that resulted from the shift from the live to the 
mediated concerns the emphasis on risk in virtuosity. Drawing on metaphors of the juggler or the 
tight-roper walker, many have taken the precarious navigation of difficulty to be a key 
component of virtuosity.38 The issue of risk on a contemporary studio recording, however, is 
quite different. Although we may still sense risk on a recording (even if it is not there), our 
knowledge that we are hearing a past event—one that is probably highly edited—rather than 
witnessing it in real time means that the threat of musical failure is unlikely to be realized on the 
recording. If a musician falters, she or he simply does another take. But if recorded performance 
potentially diminishes the element of risk, it also allows a more intense focus on skill through 
repeated listening. Listeners can hear again and again, with ever-increasing scrutiny, exactly how 
a musician navigates a passage or phrase.  
One reason for holding fast to the live experience is that mediation seems to threaten 
music’s more direct display of virtuosity. Musicologist Wiebke Thormählen notes: “Whereas 
works of literature and painting shielded the audience from witnessing the mechanics of creation 
first hand, in music before the age of mechanical reproduction, the audience generally witnessed 
                                                
37 Deaville, “Virtuosity and the Virtuoso,” 292.  
38 See, for example, Theodor W. Adorno, Towards a Theory of Musical Reproduction: Notes, a Draft, and Two 
Schemata, ed. Henri Lonitz, trans. Wieland Hoban (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2006), 133, 227; V. A. Howard, Charm 
and Speed: Virtuosity in the Performing Arts (New York: Peter Lang, 2008), 33.  
  13 
the visual spectacle of its mechanical creation.”39 It might seem that music presented through 
electronic media is just like any of those arts or crafts whose process hardens into opaque 
product. However, the absence of the live display of musical labor in mediated experience has 
not led all listeners to attend to music as an independent “sonorous object” that conceals the 
labor behind its own production.40 Instead, throughout the age of electronic media, many 
audiences rejected anything like “acousmatic listening” by insisting on focusing on the source of 
the sound—hearing the labor and agency behind the sound—even as that sound became spatially 
and temporally removed from its source.41 Having such experiences at home in front of a radio, 
record-player, television, or computer was clearly different than being in a concert hall or at a 
festival, but these new contexts gave rise to new meanings, not simply the loss of the old. As 
Mark Katz has argued, there is an aspect of accrual and even addition within mediated 
experiences of music: “reproductions, no longer bound to the circumstances of their creation, 
generate new experiences, traditions, and indeed rituals, wherever they happen to be.”42  
The Model of Sport 
The model of sport shares many similarities with the Liszt model, but it is more diffuse because 
it depends on a central metaphor rather than a historical figure. This model conceives of 
virtuosity as superlative skill, implying measurability and competition. Bruno Nettl equates the 
                                                
39 Wiebke Thormählen, “Physical Distortion, Emotion and Subjectivity: Musical Virtuosity and Body Anxiety,” in 
Music and the Nerves, 1700–1900, ed. James Gordon Kennaway (Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 
191. Of course, there were also many performance practices that positioned musicians outside the field of vision 
long before mechanical reproduction. 
40 Pierre Schaeffer first described musical sound as a “sonorous object,” and he advocated for a “reduced listening” 
that meant “disregarding the original context of the sound, including its source and signification” to instead focus 
listening “on the sonorous features.” See Rolf Inge Godøy, “Gestural-Sonorous Objects: Embodied Extensions of 
Schaeffer's Conceptual Apparatus,” Organised Sound 11, no. 2 (August 2006): 149. 
41 Brian Kane, Sound Unseen: Acousmatic Sound in Theory and Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 9. 
42 Katz, Capturing Sound, 17–18. 
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“athletic view of music” with “the expectation of virtuosity,” and although he attributes this 
attitude to “lovers of the Western classical tradition,” he admits that ethnomusicologists also hold 
virtuosity as a value and have often chosen to study traditions that seemed to require the most 
impressive musical technique.43 Dina Kirnarskaya likewise invokes the model of sport when she 
asserts the universal appeal of virtuosity, claiming “everyone everywhere has always liked the 
‘sporting’ side of the musical art—its stage character, its virtuousness, the demonstration of the 
ability of the performing artist to play dynamically and precisely.”44  
Measurability becomes a key part of the discourse surrounding the model of sport. 
Anthropologist Anya Peterson Royce discusses virtuosity as a necessary part of any aesthetic 
system, and equates it with the essentially measurable: 
Virtuosos are very good at something we can define and about which we can talk. We 
can count the number of pirouettes or fouettés dancers can do; we can measure how high 
they jump or count how many notes musicians can fit into one impulse…In fact, this is 
precisely the sort of thing that competitions measure and reward. What these virtuosic 
performers do is certainly off the charts compared to our own abilities but it is not 
incomprehensible.45 
 
Royce’s assertion that we could develop metrics to apply to certain aspects of virtuosity might be 
true—so long as we did so only within artistic traditions in which what counts as skill is firmly 
established—yet it is unclear whether competitions engage in measurement or simple 
comparison. As the sociologist Lisa McCormick shows, journalists are far more likely to discuss 
competitions in terms of measurement, whereas musicians and organizers resist such a 
                                                
43 See Bruno Nettl, The Study of Ethnomusicology: Twenty-Nine Issues and Concepts (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1983), 320–21. This section does not occur in the many subsequent revisions and expansions of Nettl’s text. 
44 Dina Kirnarskaya, The Natural Musician: On Abilities, Giftedness, and Talent, trans. Mark H. Teeter (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 246. 
45 Anya Peterson Royce, Anthropology of the Performing Arts: Artistry, Virtuosity, and Interpretation in a Cross-
Cultural Perspective (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2004), 7. 
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characterization.46  
Adorno further connects issues of measurement to the broader workings of twentieth-
century capitalism. According to him, the products of the culture industry increasingly require 
“extreme accomplishments that can be exactly measured,” a logic derived from competition 
within sport, the ideological companion of the marketplace.47 Elsewhere, he describes the 
“culture consumer” listener type who only responds to “an exorbitant…and measureable 
performance—breakneck virtuosity…wholly in the sense of the ‘show ideal.’”48 For Adorno, 
virtuosity is another symptom of the “sportification” of culture, which manifests as a musical 
maximalism whereby the values of artistic production are reduced to exchange value as the 
dictum of louder, faster, more, is followed in slavish devotion to the market.49 
Although measurability is central to much of the discourse of virtuosity as sport, the 
reason for exultation in viewing sports often has little to do with its measurable characteristics. 
When a basketball player leaps high into the air and displays some kind of acrobatic skill while 
dunking the ball, the crowd will go wild. But they are not cheering simply because the act results 
in two points, nor because of the exact height that the player reached. What is valued here is not 
the measureable outcome of a properly executed goal, but the unmeasured, indeed the 
unnecessary, effort and skill deployed. The difficulty in understanding virtuosity, then, is that 
different ends and values—some easily measureable, some not—exist alongside one another. As 
I explore in Chapter 4, in contexts where less value is placed on direct competition or where 
                                                
46 See McCormick, “Higher, Faster, Louder: Representations of the International Music Competition,” Cultural 
Sociology 3, no. 5 (2009): 5–30. 
47 For a complete consideration of Adorno’s views on sport, see William J. Morgan “Adorno on Sport: The Case of 
the Fractured Dialectic,” Theory and Society 17, no. 6 (November 1988): 813–38. 
48 Theodor W. Adorno, Introduction to the Sociology of Music (New York: Seabury Press, 1976), 7. 
49 Theodor Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture,” in The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. 
J. M. Bernstein (New York: Routledge, 1991), 89. 
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competitive comparison is impossible, the most impressive displays of skill may not necessarily 
be seen as better than others, but as fundamentally incomparable.  
My first aim in describing the social construction of virtuosity here and in Chapter 1 is to 
produce a “ground up” approach that does not require the phenomenon to resemble canonic 
examples in order to warrant study or allow interpretation. This is not to say that models are not 
useful; the social construction of virtuosity builds on ongoing practices and existing cultural 
scripts, and models can serve as powerful aids to interpretation. Thus after providing an abstract 
theoretical approach to virtuosity, the case studies in Chapters 2–4 explore key dynamics of 
virtuosity while contributing a partial genealogy of virtuosity in the United States during the age 
of electronic media. Taken alongside existing models, my case studies help illuminate the 
diverse ways that musical labor produces value through its display of skill.50 
A Framework for Questions 
In order to construct a basic framework that can delimit the phenomenon of virtuosity without 
assuming too much, I utilize a simple definition that has already appeared inconspicuously 
throughout this introduction: virtuosity is skill made apparent and socially meaningful. Since the 
term’s inception, the skill involved in virtuosity has often been construed as exceptional, and 
while many of the musicians in this dissertation were discussed in just such terms, I omit this 
from the core definition for two reasons. First, the tendency when describing virtuosi as 
exceptional is to think of them as such in their individuality, which is not always the case. In 
some musical practices, especially those considered “traditional,” a performer’s skill may be 
deeply valued because it is viewed as exemplary—even typical—of a particular tradition. If these 
                                                
50 Throughout this dissertation, I mean “labor” as productive action in the broadest sense. This includes waged work 
done by professionals, but it is not reducible to it. 
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musicians are considered exceptional, it may not be as individuals in comparison to their fellow 
practitioners, but as representatives of their particular tradition in relation to some other style or 
genre.51 This is the case with some of the distinctions between yodelers and classically trained 
vocalists discussed in Chapter 3. Second, the social determination of what counts as exceptional 
skill is deeply contingent on the experiences of those involved. Consider two vocalists giving 
undergraduate recitals, both still at a student level, although one more advanced than the other. 
For their voice teacher—with years of experience and numerous points of comparison—neither 
is exceptional, though she or he is aware of the difference between the two. For attendees who 
are unfamiliar with their genre’s repertoire and technique, the experience is difficult to predict. 
They may deem either singer exceptional, or they might be unable to make any real distinction 
between the two. The families and friends of both singers, however, are predisposed to be blown 
away by their vocal prowess, and their point of reference may only be their own singing ability. 
Although some scholars would reserve discussion of virtuosity only for the most carefully 
evaluated performances, I am interested in how this full range of social actors value and perceive 
skill.52  
The definition provided above does not seek to contradict or discredit the Liszt model or 
the model of sport. Instead, it takes speed, excess, liveness, competition, and their other points of 
emphasis as part of what counts as skill—and the ways that it appears—within specific contexts. 
Beyond these canonic models, this definition can also be used to inquire into the meaning of 
skillful display far removed from Western classical music. Consider Virginia Danielson’s study 
                                                
51 This is not to say that such musicians are never appreciated as individuals, but that their skill may be valued even 
when their individuality is not the primary point of emphasis. 
52 V. A. Howard, for example, considers virtuosity to be a “verdict issued” and a “garland bestowed” by a well-
qualified critical community. See Howard, Charm and Speed, 12. 
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of Umm Kulthūm, “the most famous singer in the twentieth-century Arab World.”53 Kulthūm 
was received as virtuosic as a result of her vocal power, her ability to evoke tarab [ecstasy], and 
what was considered nearly ideal Arabic diction—a linguistic skill that could also mark her as a 
paragon of religious virtue.54 Thus to attend to virtuosity in this context is to explore how all 
these different types of skill appear and produce meaning within Kulthūm’s performance and its 
reception by her audience. 
My definition is intended to raise central questions that we often take for granted. Skill 
made apparent points to practices: What counts as skill? In what context, and in what realm of 
activity? How does it become apparent? What practices of presentation, promotion, and 
perception bring it to the fore? Skill made socially meaningful points to value: How does it come 
to matter? In what ways? To whom? The answers to these questions account for both of the 
models of virtuosity discussed above as well as the wide range of meanings associated with the 
term since the sixteenth century. They are always specific to culture, time, and place, and as such 
will be the focus of the case studies in chapters 2–4. Depending on the musical context in which 
it occurs, skill might be made apparent through some combination of advertising, stage spectacle, 
verbal discourse, the difficulty of a pre-composed piece, improvisation, historical context, or 
bodily difference. And these factors do not even account for the perceptual agency of audiences. 
For while performers may work to make their skill apparent, they are not the only actors 
involved in constructing virtuosity. Promoters and advertisers may work to draw attention to 
musical skill, and the attitudes and experiences of listeners may also draw their focus toward 
skill even if musicians do not actively seek to foreground it. The social construction of virtuosity 
                                                
53 Virginia Danielson, The Voice of Egypt: Umm Kulthūm, Arabic Song, and Egyptian Society in the Twentieth 
Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 1. 
54 Ibid., 138–39. 
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involves modes of presentation and performance as well as culturally situated acts of perception, 
embodied knowledge, and values functioning in musical experience.  
This focus on practices and values is especially useful for considering musical traditions 
that do not invoke the terms “virtuosity” or “virtuoso,” which is the case in roughly half of the 
examples in this study. Of the primary musicians included here, overt talk of virtuosity occurs 
only around Kaki King, Ravi Shankar, and Yehudi Menuhin. The rest may take on titles like 
“wizard” or “master,” or they may simply be praised as “amazing,” but there is always some 
evidence of skill becoming apparent and meaningful in their social worlds. In order to explore 
these situations of virtuosity less directly tied to a virtuoso figure, I approach the virtuoso 
initially as a persona, not a person. I draw on Philip Auslander’s definition of the musical 
persona “as a person’s representation of self within a discursive domain of music.”55 Chapter 3 
explores the persona more fully in the context of early country music, but the key distinction is 
that virtuosity is the social phenomenon, whereas the virtuoso persona is constructed and 
performed within the context of that phenomenon.  
Generally, musical scholarship focuses more on virtuoso identity, which I view as a 
product of repeated performances of the virtuoso persona such that it can be reified into a more 
stable entity. As Alicia Levin has noted, there is an important correlation between the virtuoso 
persona and the virtuoso identity.56 Once a performer—Ravi Shankar, for instance—is known as 
a virtuoso, then the virtuoso persona is in some ways prefigured, ready to be reinscribed in 
subsequent plays of the record or appearances on stage. The tie between the virtuoso and 
virtuosity is not always present, however. As I demonstrate in Chapter 3, many musicians 
                                                
55 Philip Auslander, “Musical Personae,” The Drama Review 50, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 102. 
56 See Alicia Levin, “Seducing Paris: Piano Virtuosos and Artistic Identity, 1820–1848” (PhD diss., University of 
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perform aspects of a virtuoso persona without ever attaining—or even desiring—such a virtuoso 
identity. 
As ethnomusicologists are well aware, there are dangers of distortion or 
misrepresentation in using an outside term to describe practices. But rather than becoming a 
totalizing label, my definition provides a lens through which to thematize and interpret the 
discourses and displays of skill that might otherwise escape notice. Attending to the social 
construction of virtuosity need not crowd out other concepts that are internal to a musical culture. 
Instead, local concepts and values—from “tarab” in Arab music to “flow” in hip-hop or “swing” 
in jazz—must be approached as key aspects of what counts as skill that are central to how it 
becomes apparent and socially meaningful. 
A related concern is that my broad definition may risk making virtuosity so general that it 
applies literally everywhere. After all, musical skill pervades all musical practice. Musical labor 
both requires and produces skill; even those who undertake it as a radically unskilled 
performance acquire aspects of skill along the way.57 For these reasons, many scholars who 
reject a narrow definition of virtuosity have gone to the other extreme, asserting that virtuosity 
inheres in all art.58 When is skill not made apparent? When does it not matter? If skill is basically 
ubiquitous, does virtuosity become so as well? My answer is no, because while all musical labor 
perhaps could produce virtuosity, whether or not the phenomenon arises depends on social 
practices and even individual background.  
There are thus a huge variety of factors that contribute to the social construction of 
virtuosity, but perhaps the most fundamental is that virtuosity must be based on some degree of 
                                                
57 See Patrick Burke, “Clamor of the Godz: Radical Incompetence in 1960s Rock,” American Music 29, no. 1 
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58 See Adorno, “Schema of Mass Culture,” 88; Royce, Anthropology of the Performing Arts, 21; Bob Ostertag, 
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intersubjectivity, by which I simply mean one subject’s awareness of—and often a partial 
empathy with—another embodied subject.59 A passage from the philosopher V. A. Howard’s 
Charm and Speed demonstrates this point. Considering some examples of non-musical 
virtuosity, Howard reflects on his experience of watching a cheetah chase a hare on television: 
‘There!’ I cried out at the screen. There is one of nature’s great virtuoso performances... 
But then, ‘Is it?’ I asked myself in the next breath. Acceptable as a metaphoric 
description of the cheetah’s behavior, what is missing here that disqualifies her behavior 
from literally being a virtuoso (or virtuosa) performance? Indeed, from being a 
performance of any kind? Reflection, I thought. The cheetah does not sit back on her 
haunches and say to herself, ‘Well, that was just fine. Oops! Get that hare. Damn, I’ll try 
to do better next time.’ Nor are other cheetahs applauding from the sidelines...She lacks a 
discerning audience of peers as well as reflective self-criticism. Nor again literally, could 
she be said to express anything meaningful in or about her behavior, for that requires a 
symbolic medium to occur.60 
 
It seems that Howard’s initial experience of the television program is an experience of 
virtuosity, but he rejects this characterization on subsequent reflection. This is partially because 
he conceives of virtuosity as an after-the-fact judgment of experts—it is a “Seal of Approval 
bestowed by the critical community”—a characterization that situates virtuosity firmly within the 
legitimizing context of the informal guild.61 Primarily, though, Howard rejects it as an 
experience of virtuosity because of the cheetah’s presumed lack of reflection and language. If 
these characteristics are indicative of virtuosity for Howard, it is because they are aligned with 
his understanding of human subjectivity and agency more generally.62 So the very simple 
                                                
59 For a discussion of intersubjectivity, see Alessandro Duranti, “Husserl, Intersubjectivity, and Anthropology,” 
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questions originally posed by my definition come together as the background of much more 
serious questions: who counts as a subject? What counts as legitimate labor? If the performer is 
somehow disqualified—whether classified as an animal body without interiority or a mechanical 
automaton lacking vitality altogether—the affective and valual force of the phenomenon 
dissipates. Howard cannot appreciate the cheetah’s display as virtuosic—or rather, does not 
experience virtuosity—simply because he cannot relate to the animal as a fellow subject. 
Virtuosity, as Howard demonstrates, is not merely socially constructed; it is essentially 
intersubjective.  
The importance of recognizing the performer as a legitimate subject extends to the 
performer’s potential audience as well. Consider the common question that might be posed of 
forms of virtuosity that one “recognizes” but does not value: who cares? Rather than directly 
attacking the performer, such a question denigrates or expresses doubt about the very existence 
of anyone who might appreciate the performance. With succinct rhetorical power, it asserts the 
normative position of the speaker while marginalizing anyone who might value the skill under 
discussion. But if we inflect the question differently in order to ask it in earnest, it can be quite 
useful. Rather than dismissing any of the aspects of identity or previous experience that might 
cause someone to value the display of musical labor under question—whether that of race, 
gender, class, sexuality, religion, disability, or regional and ethnic identity—these must be 
included in our account. Who, indeed, does care about this? How does subject position influence 
what aspects of skill matter or what counts as examples of creative labor and agency within a 
given context? To understand the social construction of virtuosity, the question of who cares is 
central. 
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Ends, Means, and Value 
Virtuosity emphasizes the means of musical labor—not necessarily in exclusion to the ends, but 
at least alongside them. This creates one side of what Adorno refers to as “the problem of 
virtuosity,” which points to one of the key decisions that both listeners and scholars make when 
interpreting virtuosity.63 Typical of his dialectical thinking, Adorno splits the problem of 
virtuosity into two parts. “Playing?” occurs in quotes with a question mark for added skepticism. 
The other side seems more certain and less optimistic: “Fetishism, means instead of end.”64 The 
positive side to this problem is fairly obvious; if virtuosity is play, then it embodies the values of 
freedom and intrinsic reward. In fact, Adorno’s reference to “means instead of end” might seem 
to have more to do with play than fetishism, as play prioritizes engaging in engrossing action 
over pursuing the demands of a practical end. What does fetishism have to do with an emphasis 
on means? 
Within the traditions of Marxism and critical theory, fetishism can take on two related 
meanings. The first, commodity fetishism, is an attitude that sees value as intrinsic to 
commodities and thus separate from social relations and actual human labor.65 This does not 
seem to describe virtuosity, however, because part of the labor that produces the musical 
commodity comes to the foreground within the phenomenon. As Adorno admits elsewhere, 
“when mass culture exhibits itself it also loves to show how its products are made.”66 The other 
meaning of fetishism is a more general sense of displaced desire, which is likely what Adorno 
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means here. Richard Leppert explains how this sense functions within virtuosity: “Desire is 
cultivated, but it is simultaneously transferred onto the spectacle of the Other; a projection of the 
self is cast into and onto the sight and sound of the performer, especially the virtuoso, who enacts 
the desires imagined—and stage manages them as well.”67 Leppert’s reference to stage 
management hints at the idea that fetishism serves as a mechanism of control. Anthropologist 
David Graeber brings this aspect to the fore when he describes the dynamic of fetishism as one 
in which “the object of desire becomes an illusory mirror of the desirer’s own manipulated 
intentions.”68  
The problem suggested by Adorno is that virtuosity only seems to celebrate means; in 
reality, it serves only as another means for manipulating an audience to economic ends. It 
pretends to be play, but is in the end just another example of alienated labor, which philosopher 
Rahel Jaeggi describes as the precise opposite of the “means over end” dynamic of play. Jaeggi 
explains: “what is alienating about alienated labor is that it has no intrinsic purpose, that it is not 
(at least also) performed for its own sake.”69 As Marx puts it, “life itself” becomes only “a means 
to life.”70 So the problem of virtuosity is that its illusion of play threatens to plunge us deeper 
into alienation by providing a false vision of its overcoming. These criticisms are serious, but 
Adorno’s arguments about virtuosity are consistently abstract and dependent upon the model of 
sport described above. Thus for now, I want to frame the issue of value apart from presumed 
fetishism in order to pursue questions of the concrete examples in Chapters 2–4.  
                                                
67 Leppert, “Cultural Contradiction, Idolatry, and the Piano Virtuoso,” 281. 
68 David Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (New York: 
Palgrave, 2001), 114. 
69 Rahel Jaeggi, Alienation (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 13. 
70 Karl Marx, Karl Marx: Selected Writings, 2nd ed., ed. David McLellan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 
90. 
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Rather than thinking of virtuosity from the outset as fetishism, I argue that it should first 
be approached as what anthropologist John MacAloon calls a “cultural performance,” which 
includes actions performed on stage as well as the whole complex of social interactions 
surrounding a performance event. For MacAloon, these are occasions “in which as a culture or 
society we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize our collective myths and history, present 
ourselves with alternatives, and eventually change in some ways while remaining the same in 
others.”71 The key difference between virtuosity as cultural performance and virtuosity as 
fetishism is that fetishism posits that the desires and values projected onto the virtuoso dissipate 
there. Fetishism always carries the connotation of an error in value; we say “displaced” but mean 
“misplaced”—lost. Cultural performance, on the other hand, leaves open the possibility that 
these desires and values not only might return in some way but that they might be transformed in 
the process.72  
MacAloon clearly has in mind live events in bounded settings like festivals, theatrical 
performances, or civic rites of memorial, but the idea of cultural performance can also extend 
beyond the frames and conventions of ritualized live performance into mediated contexts. The 
mediated cultural performance is situated somewhere between the mundane and the spectacular, 
as bracketed events like large performances and social gatherings enter into the sphere of the 
home. If the idea of the “everyday” is “best understood as an interpretive framework defined in 
                                                
71 John MacAloon, “Introduction: Cultural Performances, Culture Theory,” in Rite Drama, Festival, Spectacle: 
Rehearsals Toward a Theory of Cultural Performance, ed. John MacAloon (Philadelphia: PA: Institute for the 
Study of Human Issues, 1984), 1. 
72 James Deaville makes a similar argument, drawing on the sociological concept of “transformative power 
relationships,” which “rely upon the development of an attitude of trust in the subordinate agents (persons acted 
upon) toward the dominant agent (actor). In this power relationship, the dominant agent encourages the subordinate 
agents to develop their own potential, empowers the subordinate agents (although such relationships reveal the 
polysemous nature of transformative power, for it also has the potential to dominate the subordinate agents).” See 
Deaville, “The Politics of Liszt’s Virtuosity,” 112.  
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dialectical opposition to the notion of special events,” then virtuosity in the age of electronic 
media is located indeterminately between the two sides of the dialectic.73  
What, then, does virtuosity perform? Through the display and social valuation of musical 
labor, virtuosity provides a cultural performance of a confluence of values through which people 
experience the world and develop a sense of self. If virtuosity sometimes seems readily apparent, 
even self-evident, it is because it articulates values that structure people’s daily engagement with 
the world, their beliefs about agency, bodily capacity, and the value of human labor. By 
attending to the social construction of virtuosity, we see how the phenomenon performs the very 
values through which we construct ourselves and our world.  
Chapter Overview  
Chapter 1 provides a theoretical grounding for the case studies that follow. The first half 
articulates my approach to virtuosity as a socially constructed phenomenon from the 
methodological standpoint of phenomenology. I draw on a wealth of scholarship in philosophy, 
ethnomusicology, and anthropology to clarify the concepts of skill, sociality, and value. I then 
apply this theoretical apparatus to existing scholarship on virtuosity in order to demonstrate three 
dynamic relationships that are central to the phenomenon: the body-technology dynamic, the 
process-product dynamic, and the sameness-otherness dynamic.  
In the second chapter, I explore how bodily difference in the forms of disability and 
gender contributes to the construction of virtuosity. I argue that virtuosity and disability are 
similar—both are socially constructed departures from normative embodiment that are intensely 
personal yet irreducibly social. Through the case of Tony Melendez, a guitarist born without 
                                                
73 Harris M. Berger and Giovanna P. Del Negro, Identity and Everyday Life: Essays in the Study of Folklore, Music, 
and Popular Culture (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2004), 4. 
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arms who plays the instrument with his feet, I demonstrate that accommodation is a basic part of 
interacting with an instrument. I further theorize the two aspects of power performed by virtuosi, 
exploring the ways that these forms of power are shaped by ideas about disability and gender. 
The chapter closes by considering Kaki King, a guitarist known for her innovative percussive 
techniques, to explore how gender functions similarly to disability as another form of embodied 
identity that inflects displays and discourses of skill. 
Chapter three focuses on “downhome” virtuosity in early country music radio programs 
of the 1930s and ‘40s. Drawing on radio program recordings, scripts, listener letters, trade press, 
and business documents, I explore how these programs presented performers as skilled yet 
humble, often intentionally contrasting them with the European art music tradition with which 
virtuosity is typically equated. Although they avoid the use of the term “virtuosity,” these 
programs construct virtuosity as a vernacular example of American work ethic fit for domestic 
consumption. In the overtly commercial context of sponsored variety programs, downhome 
virtuosity navigated the complex values of rural identity through the modern wonder of radio. 
The fourth chapter examines the intersection of virtuosity, cosmopolitanism, and 
exoticism in the careers of Yehudi Menuhin and Ravi Shankar. After considering Menuhin’s 
draw as a prodigy, I turn to the North American reception of North Indian classical music during 
the 1950s and ’60s. Listeners approached sitarist Ravi Shankar as an exotic virtuoso who brought 
the “best of India,” allowing them to augment their own sense of cosmopolitan identity. The 
violinist Yehudi Menuhin served as a cultural mediator who could vouch for the quality of 
Shankar’s music and as a collaborator whose work with Shankar demonstrated how musicians—
especially from the West—were understood as particularly skillful because of their ability to 
adapt to other musical traditions and contexts.  
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Two underlying commonalities of each of these case studies require further explanation 
at the outset. First, rather than focusing on instruments that arose during the age of electronic 
media—electric guitars, midi controllers, or turntables, for example—these chapters feature 
instruments that were common long before the twentieth century, such as violins, sitars, and 
guitars.74 I still treat such “traditional” instruments as technologies, but I am interested in how 
different forms of media shape the experience of virtuosity, even if the music or the instruments 
used might have been quite at home in earlier centuries. Second, all of these case studies occur 
primarily in the United States. Rather than seeking out different constructions of virtuosity in far-
flung locales, I maintain this geographical focus in order to demonstrate how local and global 
cultural flows intermingle within a given historic and geographic frame. Aspects of what 
ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin refers to as the national “superculture” inflect virtuosity in each 
case study—particularly through hegemonic attitudes towards the importance of work and 
individual effort—but my goal here is neither to deny the cultural specificity of these case 
studies nor to outline a monolithic American manner of constructing virtuosity.75 Instead, I work 
to show how various actors and subcultures construct virtuosity in divergent ways, even when 
they partially share structural and ideological frameworks. 
In the concluding chapter, I draw together the themes of social construction, mediation, 
the role of the model perceiver, and the connection between subjectivity and skill. I explore how 
the forms of virtuosity described in chapters 2–4 find iterations in musical life today, and close 
                                                
74 Chapter 1 briefly discusses how shifts in instrumental technology such as the electric guitar and turntable 
impacted understandings of skill. Additionally, my own experience as a guitarist likely accounts for the 
preponderance of stringed instruments throughout this dissertation.  
75 Slobin bases his idea of superculture on a Gramscian concept of hegemony, noting that “societies (nation-state 
bounded regions) have an overarching, dominating—if not domineering—mainstream” that is “internalized” though 
neither unchanging nor wholly consistent. Aspects of supercultures can be transnational as well. Mark Slobin, 
Subcultural Sounds: Micromusics of the West (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1993), 27.  
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by returning to the critique of virtuosity as fetishism, considering how the “cultural performance” 
of value within virtuosity might itself serve as critique. Musical labor intertwines aesthetic 
choices, ethical commitments, and economic productivity, forms of value that everyone in the 
twenty-first century navigates while constructing a social identity. Virtuosity’s very public 
performance of this negotiation of value makes it all the more important. 
Three contributions emerge through these diverse chapters. First, my theorization of the 
social construction of virtuosity provides tools for interpreting the perception, promotion, and 
valuation of skill in in wide-ranging musical practices, whether or not they resemble the 
dominant nineteenth-century models of virtuosity. Chapter 1 outlines the body-technology, 
process-product, and likeness-difference dynamics, and each subsequent chapter clarifies how 
these flexible but essential relationships shape virtuosity. Second, I contribute to a broader, more 
inclusive genealogy of virtuosity within the United States that recognizes practices and genres 
other than those—e.g., jazz, heavy metal, and bluegrass—most readily explained through the 
Liszt model or the model of sport. Lastly, I trace the many ways that electronic media shape the 
contexts of virtuosity and the modes of presentation and attention that give rise to it. Because 
these case studies vary widely in genre and historical era, the specific methods and materials 
employed in each vary as well. I draw broadly on archival, ethnographic, and media sources. But 
in each, I am interested in how virtuosity is constructed in its particular time and place. 
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CHAPTER 1: PHENOMENOLOGY AND THE STRUCTURES OF VIRTUOSITY 
  
The definition of virtuosity I proposed in the Introduction—skill made apparent and 
socially meaningful—is implicitly phenomenological in approach. The primary goal of this 
chapter is to make this methodological orientation explicit while clarifying its main 
contributions. I begin by explaining the main insights of phenomenology and its relation to the 
study of music. Then, drawing on a wealth of phenomenological scholarship from 
ethnomusicology, anthropology, literature, philosophy, sociology, and archeology, I explicate the 
central concepts of skill, sociality, and value. I close by describing three key dynamics that 
structure virtuosity: body-technology, process-product, and likeness-difference.  
Phenomenology is a diverse intellectual tradition that originated in philosophy but has 
impacted fields across the arts, humanities, and social sciences.1 As with anything so widely 
dispersed and practiced, there is tremendous internal variation. Indeed, philosopher Paul Ricœur 
muses that phenomenology might be defined as the work of its founder, Edmund Husserl, “and 
the heresies issuing from it.”2 A general point of agreement, however, is that phenomenology 
takes the relational ties between “the human experiencer” and “the field of experience” as its 
object of analysis.3 Some phenomenologists have expanded this to explore relationships 
                                                
1 See Harris Berger, Stance: Ideas About Emotion, Style, and Meaning for the Study of Expressive Culture 
(Middletown, CN: Wesleyan University Press, 2009), vii. 
2 Paul Ricœur, Husserl: An Analysis of His Phenomenology, trans. Edward Ballard and Lester Embree (Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1967), 4. 
3 Don Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld: From Garden to Earth (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 
1990), 25.  
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“between subject and object, among objects,” or “among subjects,” but the key point is that 
phenomenological analysis does not get smaller than these relations.4 To inquire into what 
something or someone is apart from these relations is to engage in metaphysics, which 
phenomenology specifically rejects.5 
Phenomenological thought has historically been divided into transcendental, existential, 
and hermeneutic branches. Despite the competing interests and emphases of these different 
strands, I follow philosopher Don Ihde in taking a “non-essentiallist” and “non-foundationalist” 
approach that allows me to draw broadly from all three. Beyond Ihde’s philosophical 
justifications for such a move, adequately describing the phenomenon of virtuosity requires the 
insights of each.6 Husserl’s original formulation and subtlety of language are essential, as is the 
existential emphasis on embodiment found in Maurice Merleau-Ponty and the hermeneutic 
exploration of language and interpretation provided by Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricœur. 
Virtuosity has often been approached as a matter of ontology (what does it mean to be 
virtuosic?), epistemology (how can we know whether a performer or performance is virtuosic?), 
or criticism (what are the criteria we use to judge performances as displays of virtuosity?) In both 
scholarly and popular discourse, these questions regularly give rise to an anxiety of 
                                                
4 Bruce R. Smith, “Phenomophonbia, or Who’s afraid of Merleau-Ponty,” Criticism 54, no. 3 (Summer 2012): 479. 
5 As philosopher Donn Welton puts it, “it is neither the subject nor the object but the relationship that is primary.” 
See Donn Welton, The Other Husserl: The Horizons of Transcendental Phenomenology (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2000), 32. 
6 Don Ihde, “Introduction: Postphenomenological Research,” Human Studies 31, no. 1, (March 2008): 1–9. Ihde has 
recently begun explicitly combining different strands of phenomenology with American neo-pragmatism, calling his 
approach “post-phenomenology,” though many of the elements of that approach were in place long before he 
adopted the term. In addition to his use of neo-pragmatism, the addition of the prefix primarily denotes his 
movement beyond Husserl’s search for apodictic certainty and pre-scientific grounding for all philosophy. Though I 
value his “non-essentiallist” and “non-foundationalist” approach, I refer simply to “phenomenology” throughout this 
dissertation because I draw minimally on neo-pragmatism and because I believe that adding “post” to an already oft-
misunderstood term would do little to clarify things for scholars of music. Furthermore, many scholars identify their 
work as phenomenological without necessarily embracing Husserl’s search for apodictic truth or transcendental 
structures.  
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classification, a latent positivism, and a concomitant concern with authenticity. Is this really 
virtuosity? How can we be certain? Is it in some sense “true”?7 Phenomenology brackets these 
questions in order to turn to more basic issues: How do we experience the phenomenon? How do 
we participate in it such that it becomes meaningful? 
 
Phenomenology and Phenomena 
There are many potential ways into phenomenological thought. Edmund Husserl considered 
himself “a perpetual beginner,” and nearly every text he authored was conceived in some sense 
as an “introduction” to phenomenology.8 Perhaps the simplest point of entry, however, is through 
what phenomenology takes as its initial object of study: phenomena. Augmenting the everyday 
sense of a phenomenon used in the Introduction—as something that happens—phenomenology 
provides a more rigorous definition of a phenomenon as anything that appears to consciousness. 
Phenomenology is then the study and description of that appearance. 
 Despite the simplicity of this definition, attending to that which appears to consciousness 
is not a straightforward task. From Plato’s cave to Descartes’s methodical doubt and beyond, 
much of Western thought has directly opposed such a project, preferring instead to seek out a 
more stable truth behind the appearance of phenomena. Indeed, phenomenology’s definition of 
phenomena is not new to philosophy, but the insistence on taking phenomena seriously as an 
object of study is. In order to clear the way for such a focus, Husserl developed a set of 
                                                
7 As one example, Joseph Kerman separates the delights of “true virtuosity” from tiresome “flawed virtuosity,” 
although both are compared to athletics. The difference, Kerman claims, is that musicians should be honored by 
comparisons to Olympic contests, but that flawed virtuosity is more akin to “college football—a site of empathy and 
rapture for fans and alumni, but no place on the scale of aesthetic experience.” Joseph Kerman, “Virtuosity / Virtù,” 
in Concerto Conversations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 63–66. 
8 Dermot Moran, Introduction to Phenomenology (London: Routledge, 2000), 62. 
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phenomenological methods, which begin with what Husserl refers to as an act of “bracketing.”9 
This involves placing theoretical knowledge about a phenomenon and the assumptions of “the 
natural attitude”— which include a belief in the reality of the phenomenon and of the world in 
which it takes place—within these brackets, neither doubting nor presuming them. This seems 
like a radical move—indeed, Husserl characterized it as such—but it is also a middle way meant 
to avoid the extremes of skeptical idealism and the naive natural attitude, both of which 
ultimately obscure the world and our relation to it.  
 The natural attitude is Husserl’s name for our tacit engagement with our daily world in 
which the objects and ideas that we experience appear to us as natural—simply there. Merleau-
Ponty explains that we take too much for granted in our everyday engagement with the world, 
such that the details of experience “pass by unnoticed” as the “basic presuppositions of every 
thought.”10 Idealism, on the other hand, devalues the only evidence we have in lived experience. 
The phenomenologist forges a path between these two, neither presuming nor doubting the world 
and the phenomena we encounter in it. By charting a middle way between a naïve acceptance of 
virtuosity’s obvious appeal and a critical suspicion of it as a mere trick, we open up the 
phenomenon to investigation.  
 By viewing experience within the brackets, phenomenology works to uncover and 
describe the structures of those relational ties that connect us to the world. The most foundational 
of these structures is what Husserl termed “intentionality,” which names the fact that 
                                                
9 Husserl also uses the terms “epoché” or “reduction” to refer to this process, though he offers slightly different 
formulations for each.  
10 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Landes (New York: Routledge, 2012), 
lxxvii. Within anthropology, it is common to rename (or at least reconceptualize) the natural attitude as the cultural 
attitude, since what is presumed to exist in the world is always dependent upon culture. See Alessandro Duranti, 
“Husserl, Intersubjectivity, and Anthropology,” Anthropological Theory 10, no. 16 (2010): 18. 
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consciousness is always “consciousness of something.”11 Intentionality appears when we reflect 
on our experience within the brackets, and Merleau-Ponty argues that the structure of 
intentionality is also why applying the brackets is so essential. Doing so loosens the “intentional 
threads that connect us to the world in order to make them appear.”12 It is “because we are so 
through and through related to the world” that “the only way for us to catch sight of ourselves is 
by suspending this movement, by refusing to be complicit with it.”13 
 The potentially self-evident structure of intentionality has important implications for 
music research. If subject and object are inextricably related within experience, then “reception” 
cannot be an entirely separate sphere of study, because anything like “the work itself” must be 
put in relation to some experiencing subject, whether it is the one composing, performing, 
interpreting, or studying it. Phenomenology posits that the perception of music—indeed, of 
anything—is never a mere “registering of what exists in the world,” but an act of orienting 
oneself within and towards that world.14 The structure of intentionality thus replaces the subject-
object dichotomy with a subject-object correlation, as the relation between these two sides of 
experience is constant and irreducible.15 Furthermore, this is not a unilateral relationship in 
which subjects make of the world whatever they choose; rather, there is a “mutually constitutive 
relationship between person and world.”16  
                                                
11 Edmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W. R. Boyce Gibson (New York: 
Collier Books, 1962), 223.  
12 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, lxxvii. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Berger, Stance, 13. 
15 See Harry P. Reeder, The Theory and Practice of Husserl’s Phenomenology, 2nd ed. (Bucharest: Zeta Books, 
2010), 26–27. 
16 Berger, Stance, 19. 
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 Another of the primary structures described within phenomenology is related to Gestalt 
psychology and often discussed in terms of the horizon. As Harris Berger explains, “the objects 
we place in the foreground of our attention don’t exist for us by themselves but are always 
framed by a background of other, more dimly apprehended objects.”17 There is a horizon that 
delimits them, a context in which they occur.18 The same is true of aspects of a musical 
experience, where attention to any particular component is shaped by the surrounding context of 
other elements to which one does not directly attend. Recognizing the existence of experiential 
horizons counters the tendency to treat virtuosity as an all or nothing occurrence, allowing that 
skill may be more or less emphasized within the figure-ground construction while still mattering 
to those involved.  
 Don Ihde further adapts this ground-figure concept to theorize “microperception” and 
“macroperception,” which correspond roughly to figure and ground. Microperceptions are what 
we usually think of as sensory experience, “focused in actual seeing” and “hearing,” whereas 
macroperception is a form of perception that is more “cultural” and “hermeneutic.” Ihde explains 
further: “both dimensions of perception are closely linked and intertwined. There is no 
microperception without its location within a field of macroperception, and no macroperception 
without its microperceptual foci.”19 Applied to virtuosity, even when the microperceptual focus 
is on simple speed, the macroperceptual experience may be very different depending on culture 
and interpretation. For instance, the display of tremendous speed during a jazz musician’s solo 
may impress, but it does so against the macroperceptual background of an improvised musical 
                                                
17 Ibid., xiii. 
18 See Saulius Geniusas, The Origins of the Horizon in Husserl’s Phenomenology (Dordrecht, NLD: Springer, 
2012), 1–2. 
19 Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 29. 
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practice and of a perceiver’s knowledge of a musical style or even a particular musician. The act 
is meaningful not simply because a listener hears a musician playing with great speed, but 
because that musician is improvising the solo with such aplomb that tremendous speed is still 
possible.  
Husserl’s early phenomenological project focused on what he described as “universal 
phenomenology of the general structures of consciousness,” meaning that the structures he 
elucidated—especially those of intentionality, the horizon, and time consciousness—were taken 
as necessary structures of experience.20 In focusing on these structures, he initially treated the 
constituting subject as “an already developed subjectivity.”21 In his later work, however, Husserl 
began to explore the formation of that subject, and he asserted the need for a phenomenology 
that attended to the temporal, historical, and cultural construction of a phenomenon, which he 
called genetic or generative phenomenology.22 Many subsequent phenomenologists have 
partially taken this historical turn, and Husserl’s posthumously published Crisis of the European 
Sciences increasingly seems to admit that the “transcendental subject...is grounded in the 
historicity of a cultural life-world rather than grounding it.”23  
The idea of historical or generative phenomenology opens up a point of connection with 
                                                
20 Quoted in Donn Welton, The Other Husserl: The Horizons of Transcendental Phenomenology (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2000), 32. 
21 Anthony J. Steinbock, “Generativity and the Scope of Generative Phenomenology,” in The New Husserl: A 
Critical Reader, ed. Donn Welton (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 291. 
22 Although Husserl’s turn to historical matters is often traced to his posthumous Crisis of the European Sciences, 
Anthony Steinbock identifies an overt interest in genetic issues in 1921, and an implicit investment even earlier. See 
Anthony J. Steinbock, translator’s introduction to Analyses Concerning Passive and Active Synthesis: Lectures on 
Transcendental Logic, by Edmund Husserl, trans. Anthony J. Steinbock (Dordrecht, NLD: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2001), xxviii. 
23 See Richard Kearney, Modern Movements in European Philosophy (Manchester and New York: Manchester 
University Press, 1994), 115. This is an insight most widely associated with the existentialist branch of 
phenomenology. 
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other approaches in the social sciences, particularly practice theory.24 I am influenced here by 
Harris Berger’s work, which links phenomenology with practice theory to further emphasize that 
the structures of musical experience are inflected by cultural difference and broader social 
structures. If transcendental phenomenology is initially interested in a subject’s engagement with 
and constitution of the world, practice theory takes as its object of study how subjectivities are 
produced and enacted within that world. Anthropologist Sherry Ortner points out that one of the 
primary contributions of practice theory is the positing of a “dialectical, rather than oppositional 
relationship between the structural constraints of society and culture on the one hand and the 
‘practices’…of social actors on the other.”25 Experience is structured, but structures are not 
entirely fixed or determining; they constrain as well as enable practices, and they are themselves 
the result of previous practices. From this follows the tricky and contested nature of lived 
meanings and closely held values. While practice is dependent upon structures, every act also 
puts “cultural categories and conceptions ‘at risk,’ making them vulnerable to revision and 
revaluation.”26  
Like any philosophical tradition, phenomenology is vulnerable to misunderstanding. 
What is perhaps surprising is that two of the biggest misunderstandings of phenomenology arise 
not from the misapplication of specialized terminology—of which the tradition has no short 
supply—but from two seemingly simple axiomatic statements. The first is the rallying cry of 
                                                
24 Several recent scholars have pointed out the ways in which early practice theorists, in particular Pierre Bourdieu, 
drew on phenomenology. See C. Jason Throop and Keith M. Murphy, “Bourdieu and Phenomenology: A Critical 
Assessment,” Anthropological Theory 2 (2002): 185–207.  
25 Sherry Ortner, Anthropology and Social Theory: Culture, Power, and the Acting Subject (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2006), 2.  
26 Ibid., 10 
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phenomenology as stated by Husserl: “back to the things themselves.”27 The second is the truism 
that phenomenology takes “experience” as its object of study. Taken separately, these can lead to 
a conception of phenomenology as either naïve empiricism on the one hand, or as unmoored 
subjectivism on the other. Taken together, however, they actually provide a succinct summary of 
the tradition. The “things” of phenomenology must be found within experience, where subject 
and world are constantly intertwined. Furthermore, experience occurs in a historical, social, and 
material world; it is not created at the whim of the ego, but has structures that can be studied. 
Experience—the contents of an embodied, situated consciousness—is where objects of 
discourse, socio-cultural practices, musical works, and musical performances collide.  
Another misunderstanding can arise as a result of Husserl’s emphasis on the epoché as a 
method for obtaining an approach “free from presuppositions.” As Lawrence Ferrara and 
Elizabeth Behnke note: “Both music and its listeners are…inevitably situated; consequently, the 
argument runs, any attempt at a completely ‘presuppositionless’ investigation is not only wrong-
headed, but impossible.” But the goal of phenomenological bracketing and setting aside 
presuppositions need not be to achieve a view from nowhere. Ferrara and Behnke elaborate: 
Presuppositions or pre-understandings are intertwined with the phenomena themselves as 
part of the “how” of their givenness. To be “free from” such presuppositions does not 
mean making them go away, but freeing ourselves from automatically and naively taking 
them for granted, i.e., from tacitly and unquestioningly assuming their validity and force 
without even noticing that we are doing so. Instead, we begin to appreciate them for what 
they are, and they may be explicitly thematized, reactivated, appropriated or placed in 
question, and so on. Thus we do not attempt to strip away presuppositions in search of 
some pure “origin,” but undertake a “phenomenological realization” that makes these 
very presuppositions themselves experientially available.28 
 
                                                
27 In the original German, “zu den Sachen selbst.” Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations, trans. J. N. Findlay 
(New York: Humanities Press, 1970), 252. 
28 Lawrence Ferrara and Elizabeth A. Behnke, “Music,” in Encyclopedia of Phenomenology, ed. Lester Embree et. 
al. (Dordrecht, NLD: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1997), 471–72.  
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Phenomenology thematizes those tacit modes of engagement that make a phenomenon what it 
is.29 It helps us, as philosopher Robert Sokolowski puts it, to “look at what we normally look 
through.”30 This is essential for understanding a phenomenon like virtuosity, which is widely 
taken as obvious and whose appeal is treated as equally plain. The practice of bracketing allows 
us to move beyond the persistent tendency to divide virtuosity in to the “true” vs. the “false” or 
“flawed.”31 Instead of ridiculing or celebrating virtuosity, phenomenology inquires into the roots 
of the very obviousness that it possesses for so many people.  
Facility and Skill 
If virtuosity is skill made apparent and socially meaningful, what, exactly, is skill? To begin, I 
distinguish between facility and skill. Facility is the micro-level of bodily capacity, and it 
characterizes our most basic actions, such as a finger pressing a piano key. Facility becomes, as 
Harris Berger puts it, “the ease or difficulty with which a practice is carried out.”32 Because of its 
ubiquity, we rarely reflect upon facility, as it is part of our basic engagement with the world, 
present in every action. Skill, on the other hand, involves a grouping of facilities and a 
thematization of them precisely as a skill. For example, a musician who takes a deep breath, lifts 
a metal object to her mouth, and buzzes her lips combines various forms of facility into the skill 
of playing the trumpet, an activity with a history, a specific technology, and a more or less 
established set of techniques.  
                                                
29 This is another way of saying that phenomenology describes the structures of experience. 
30 Robert Sokolowski, Introduction to Phenomenology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 50. 
31 See, for example, Kerman, “Virtuosity / Virtù” 63–66. 
32 Berger, Stance, 13. 
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Although skill is often incorporated into the body in such a way that we forget its social 
nature, skill is almost always positioned within an activity of which we are not the sole 
practitioners. Indeed, musical skill is constructed and lived within a whole set of relationships 
that span the social worlds of direct companions, contemporaries, and predecessors.33 Musicians 
typically learn the skill at least initially through face-to-face contact with a teacher or in a 
mediated form through pedagogical materials like books, videos, or recordings. Practitioners 
then share the skill in some form with their contemporaries, and they generally have some sense 
of the predecessors whose influence shapes their own practice. This is true even of those “self-
taught” musicians who re-purpose recordings or radiobroadcasts into ad-hoc tools for self-
instruction.34 
We often think of skill in terms of action, but it involves perceptual acumen as well. I 
draw here on Anthropologist Tim Ingold’s definition of skill as “capabilities of action and 
perception of the whole organic being (indissolubly mind and body) situated in a richly 
structured environment.”35 Skill involves a relationship to objects that allows the practitioner to 
perceive the ways that action might be possible with a given medium or genre. As Ingold 
explains: “whatever practitioner’s do to things is grounded in an attentive, perceptual 
involvement with them, or in other words, that they watch and feel as they work.”36 This 
                                                
33 See Alfred Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, trans. George Walsh and Frederick Lehnert 
(Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1967), 139–41. Schutz also adds the world of “successors,” but this is a 
world less universally experienced by musicians than the other three. Professional musicians and teachers are more 
likely to think in terms of a “legacy” or contribution to their craft beyond their own activities than amateurs. 
34 This does not discount the ways that individuals may develop highly idiosyncratic skills. The development of 
individual variations or techniques departs from a partially shared ground that makes them intelligible. No matter 
how surprising or singular a musician seems to be, she or he must relate to some point of reference or partially 
shared practice, otherwise their skill is unintelligible. 
35 Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill (New York: Routledge, 
2000), 5. 
36 Ibid., 353. 
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relational understanding of skill leads Ingold to argue that it cannot be located in anything as 
simple as a muscle-memory or even a body or mind: “Skill, in short, is a property not of the 
individual human body as a biophysical entity, a thing-in-itself, but of the total field of relations 
constituted by the presence of the organism-person, indissolubly body and mind, in a richly 
structured environment.”37 Skill is thus a way of being in relation to things and the world. As 
phenomenological philosopher Hubert Dreyfus puts it, skills “embody a whole cultural 
interpretation of what it means to be a human being, what a material object is, and, in general, 
what counts as real.”38  
Sociality, Media, and Apperception 
If virtuosity merely involved the observation of a piece of music by a perceiving subject, then 
one could proceed in a phenomenological manner by carefully attending to the intentional 
threads that connect perceiver and musical object. But audiences who experience virtuosity do 
not solely or even primarily perceive a musical object; they also experience another subject 
whose labor produces the music. A phenomenological approach must thus attend to the dynamic 
relationships among performers, audiences, and musical sound. It is for this reason that I have 
argued that the phenomenon of virtuosity has to be treated at the outset as social, not just in the 
sense that larger social forces shape it, but in the sense that it is intersubjective. This 
intersubjectivity is complicated in the age of electronic media, because listeners often experience 
this it through various technologies of broadcast or recording. 
In order to clarify this mediated intersubjectivity, I turn to the sociologist Alfred Schutz’s 
phenomenological account of the social world. Schutz places forms of sociality along a 
                                                
37 Ibid. 
38 Hubert L. Dreyfus, Skillful Coping: Essays on the Phenomenology of Everyday Perception and Action (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 131. 
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continuum, progressing from those with whom we have the most concrete interaction to those 
whom we may never directly encounter. According to Schutz, one of the main ways that we 
become aware of indirectly experienced others (whether anonymous “contemporaries” or 
“predecessors” who have shaped the world we now inhabit) is through the “cultural objects” that 
we encounter.39 These objects includes media like recordings and broadcasts, but all of Schutz’s 
examples of how one might “come to know a contemporary” are definitively abstract and tied to 
old media like books, letters, and newspapers. Using such sources, Schutz argues, one might 
“construct a picture” of indirectly experienced others, but the defining quality of the transition 
from direct to mediated sociality is one of “decreasing vividness,” marked by “a decrease in the 
number of perceptions I have of the other person and a narrowing of the perspectives within 
which I view him.”40  
 Although Schutz’s examples follow a clear trajectory of degrading detail, electronic 
media makes these distinctions less clear and the changes far less linear. First of all, though radio 
and recordings certainly remove the visual aspect from our experience, our encounter with 
recorded musicians is far more vivid than simply being told about them, which is how Schutz 
often describes this indirect sociality. Although certain frequencies may be removed depending 
on the quality of the recording or broadcast, we hear musical performances vividly. For audio-
visual media, there is a narrowing of perspectives—indeed, the camera directly fixes our 
perspective—but in other ways we often see and hear more intimately than we might in person. 
                                                
39 Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, 217. 
40 Schutz offers two examples: “At one moment I am exchanging smiles with my friend, shaking hands with him, 
and bidding him farewell. At the next moment he is walking away. Then from the far distance I hear a faint good-by, 
a moment later I see a vanishing figure give a last wave, and then he is gone…As another example, imagine a face-
to-face conversation, followed by a telephone call, followed by an exchange of letters, and finally messages 
exchanged through a third party. Here too we have a gradual progression from the world of immediately 
experienced social reality to the world of contemporaries.” See Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, 
177. 
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The camera invades physical space in a way that would not be allowed in a face-to-face 
encounter—zooming in inches from a singer’s face, or dangling directly above a violinist’s 
instrument as he or she plays. The microphone can be placed more closely than the ear would 
ever be in actual performance, and the use of multiple microphones allows a blending of aural 
perspectives in the final mix that is impossible in real acoustic space. Recordings further allow a 
level of control over the recorded musical actions. The level of acoustic detail is no greater than 
if I were sitting in on a band’s rehearsal, but I can now listen again, and again, and again if I so 
desire.41 In all of these ways, listeners can encounter musicians vividly despite their absence, 
sharing an intersubjectivity that is definitively mediated but nonetheless real to those who 
experience it. 
 The mediated sociality I am describing is distinct from the tendency to interpret musical 
sound as an icon of human action. Music, it is said, “resembles human expressive behavior,” or it 
leaves us with “the impression of music mimicking our activity.”42 For listeners who experience 
virtuosity in live or mediated performance, however, music does not simply resemble or mimic 
these things. It is a human expressive behavior, and it is another human being’s skillful activity. 
Experiencing virtuosity through electronic media means that a listener hears a mediated 
performance as an act of skill, attending to the musical labor that went into the creation of the 
                                                
41 Ruth Stone and Verlon Stone make this point with regard to media and research methods. Media do not actually 
provide more perceptual detail. Instead, “one is given expanded multiple chances to perceive and interpret events by 
using formation storage and display devices.” Ruth M. Stone and Verlon L. Stone, “Event, Feedback, and Analysis: 
Research Media in the Study of Music Events,” Ethnomusicology 25, no. 2 (May 1981): 218. 
42 The authors who use these phrases are generally attempting to explain listeners’ reactions to specific sonic stimuli, 
and thus they have reasons internal to their own arguments for phrasing things as such. However, the implied 
equation of “music” with abstract musical sound rather than a social activity—such as Christopher Small’s 
“musicking”—reifies it in a potentially troubling way, as if what we call music were a naturally existing entity rather 
than a product of social processes and human actors. See James O. Young, Critique of Pure Music, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 1; Kathleen Marie Higgins, The Music Between Us: Is Music a Universal Language? 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 112. On musicking, see Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings 
of Performing and Listening (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1998), 1–5. 
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media object. Although there may be comparisons and judgments involved in such an 
experience, this is not simply a logical extrapolation that, considering the sonic and aesthetic 
qualities of the music, it must be a result of skilled labor. Rather, drawing from the vocabulary of 
phenomenology, we can say that this skilled act of production is apperceived.  
 Apperception refers to the ways that we perceive more than that which is directly 
presented in experience. In its simplest sense, apperception describes the ways that we 
experience multiple profiles of a physical object. When I look at a book, I directly perceive only 
a single side from my particular vantage point, but its other sides are also dimly present within 
my experience.43 Beyond “knowing” there are other sides, those sides are present to me despite 
their perceptual absence—they are apperceived. In this spatial example, I can directly perceive 
the other sides by adopting a different vantage point, but apperception does not necessarily 
depend upon this future reorientation. Instead, Husserl argues that apperception “points back” to 
a prior moment “in which an object with a similar sense became constituted for the first time.” I 
apperceive an object’s other sides because I have previously encountered “things like this before, 
though not precisely this thing here.”44 This is “not inference, not a thinking act,” but a 
fundamental part of perceptual experience.  
For listeners experiencing virtuosity through recorded media, their apperceptions of the 
skilled bodies of performers draw on their fundamental experience as embodied subjects and the 
                                                
43 According to Husserl, the subjectivity of the Other is also apperceived, given despite its direct perceptual absence. 
See Janet Donohoe, Husserl on Ethics and Intersubjectivity: From Static to Genetic Phenomenology (Amherst, NY: 
Humanity Books, 2004), 82. 
44 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology, trans. Dorion Cairns (The Hague, 
NLD: M. Nijhoff, 1960), 111. 
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stories they tell and consume about music, labor, and the medium that delivers sound.45 It might 
seem odd to speak of apperception in a sense that is literally impossible, since the listener cannot 
travel back to the time and place of musical production to directly witness the event, but even 
Husserl’s spatial example remains hypothetical, despite its possibility. Apperception is based on 
sedimented experience, and the fundamental fact that we are embodied in a multi-dimensional 
world in which there is always an “other side” to an object. Thus, when listening to music via 
recorded or broadcast media, a listener might apperceive the absent body of the performer and 
the skilled action that she or he undertakes. But, unlike the spatial apperception that Husserl 
posits as a basic fact of visual perception, this is by no means required when listening to a 
recording or broadcast. 
 Because it depends on our ongoing embodied experience in the world, apperception of skill 
is more likely if this is not the first time I have ever encountered music of this type, and this 
holds true for all objects. Experts and fellow practitioners who participate in the sociality of an 
informal guild—networks of craftspeople that share a practice and a set of values regarding that 
practice— are more likely to apperceive skill because of their knowledge of the musical 
practices.46 An experienced violinist listening to a recording of a violinist rapidly alternating 
between bowing and pizzicato passages readily apperceives the source of the sounds (a violin) as 
well as many of the specific techniques employed, such as the fact that these rapid alternations 
were accomplished by plucking with the left hand while bowing with the right. Someone less 
experienced might recognize that the passage is played by a single violinist but have little idea of 
                                                
45 Sara Ahmed makes a similar interpretive move when she argues that the phenomenological focus on 
“background” can be given a temporal orientation, in addition to the predominately spatial one. See Sara Ahmed, 
Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 38. 
46 Richard Sennett refers to such informal guilds simply as a “loose affiliation of workshops.” See Richard Sennett, 
The Craftsman (New York: Allen Lane, 2008), 55–65. 
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how the sounds are actually produced. Although this person’s apperceptions are less specific, she 
or he might still dimly apperceive the laboring body of the violinist at work, even if the 
musician’s specific techniques remain a mystery. Yet another listener might think that she or he 
is hearing a different instrument or multiple musicians playing together. Members of informal 
guilds thus apperceive the skilled processes behind mediated music because they have enacted or 
perceived those practices themselves, whereas novices may or may not attribute the sounds they 
hear to human labor at all. 
 How, then, can electronic media mediate virtuosity to the neophyte? What is the “temporal 
background” for the beginner with little knowledge of the processes that went into making this 
music? They draw on what experiences they have, and the gaps are often filled in by narrative, 
which they might encounter through reviewers, friends, liner notes, or any number of other 
sources.47 Novice listeners are especially likely to experience virtuosity through what Brian 
Jones calls the “production myth—a real or imagined backstory, nurtured through the 
surrounding discourse, that adds meaning to the musical sounds” that they encounter through 
media.48 For listeners, apperceiving skill within mediated experience is not a question of simply 
believing the claims of skill, but of music making those claims present to experience through 
apperception. This is precisely what I mean when I argue that experience is where discourse and 
                                                
47 Apperception and narrative could be viewed as opposed, since apperception emphasizes the non-linguistic and 
“pre-predicative”—that which is prior to explicit judgment or thematization—whereas narrative is linguistic and 
serves precisely as a means of thematization. Many phenomenological philosophers treat this contrast as a question 
about the foundations of experience. Husserl sides with the “pre-predicative” (and Merleau-Ponty with “primary 
experience”), whereas Gadamer and Ricœur argue for the primacy of language and interpretation. Such foundational 
questions are beyond the scope of this dissertation, but I would argue that it is unnecessary to determine which is 
“prior” within virtuosity. My claim is that narrative can contribute to apperception by directing perceptual attention 
and by supplying meanings that are then apperceived in the experience of mediated sound. For a discussion of pre-
predicative experience and the issue of language, see James S. Churchill, translator’s introduction to Experience and 
Judgment, by Edmund Husserl, trans. James Churchill and Karl Ameriks, rev. and ed. Ludwig Landgrebe (Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1973), xxiv–xxx. 
48 Brian Jones, “Signifying DIY: Process-Oriented Aesthetics in 1990s Alternative Rock and Hip-Hop” (PhD diss., 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2014), 2. 
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musical practices collide. The radio variety show embeds discursive framing through the MC’s 
banter, recordings feature liner notes that include narrative directly alongside the recorded media, 
and streaming video is promoted with sensational headlines and surrounded by comments from 
social media. All of these provide ways for listeners to apperceive musical skill through their 
experience of electronic media, even without extensive background knowledge. 
Virtuosity and Forms of Value 
Phenomenology offers an enriched understanding of meaning and its relation to value. From an 
existential-phenomenological standpoint, the world is “shot through” with meaning within the 
context of our engagement with it; in the words of Merleau-Ponty, human beings are 
“condemned to meaning.”49 This dramatic turn of phrase is a logical outgrowth of the structure 
of intentionality, which, as discussed above, names the fact that consciousness is always already 
related to the world. As such, meaning is endemic to all experience. Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s 
structuralist-semiotic understanding of meaning as something that occurs anytime someone 
places an object in relation to his or her lived experience is largely consistent with 
phenomenology, but I would hold that what Nattiez is describing is a shift in the conscious 
awareness of meaning, not the creation of meaning itself.50 As Alfred Schutz argues, “the 
meaning of an experience” is not “a new additional, and secondary experience which is 
somehow ‘attached’ to the first.” Instead, we become aware of it as a result of “a certain way of 
directing one’s gaze at an item of one’s own experience.”51 
Because the structure of intentionality does not establish in any way what meanings will 
                                                
49 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, xix.  
50 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music, trans. Carolyn Abbate (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1990), 9.  
51 Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, 32. 
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be brought to the foreground of consciousness—much less which experiences might be “selected 
out” for conscious interpretation—understanding meaning requires a discussion of value.52 Put 
simply, if any object we experience is already meaningful precisely because it has been 
experienced, value partially determines the relative foreground/background structure of that 
experience and its corollary meanings. Through the valual aspects of our engagement with the 
world, “impressions cease to be in an undifferentiated flux and become a reality which makes 
sense.”53 Furthermore, value is not simply something we bring to experiences, but something that 
is produced through and in these experiences. Like all structures, it is bound up in what practice 
theorist Anthony Giddens calls “the essential recursiveness of social life, as constituted in social 
practices: structure is both medium and outcome of the reproduction of practices.”54 Thus value 
shapes perceptions, but value is also produced and experienced through practices. Values are not 
perfectly durable ideals or fixed structures; rather, they are made, remade, and put at risk in the 
practices of human beings.  
Value is particularly important when discussing rich phenomena like music because of 
the many possible configurations of foreground and background in perception. In order to 
describe how the structure of intentionality is altered through one’s culturally and historically 
situatedness, Harris Berger theorizes the concept of “stance,” by which he means the “affective, 
                                                
52 Ibid.  
53 This relational understanding of value is not confined to phenomenology. Drawing primarily on Georg Simmel, 
sociologist Natàlia Cantó Milà stresses that values are not merely abstract ideas about what is good, but instead are 
“fundamental, a lens through which to apprehend the environment, oneself, and others as a basis for experience and 
action.” Similarly, Deshun Li draws heavily on Marx, and argues that values are a primary component of “the 
interrelationship between humans and the natural world.” Such interrelationships are “inherent in the nature of 
human beings, and value relation is a primary relationship within human practices from the very beginning.” Natàlia 
Cantó Milà, A Sociological Theory of Value: Georg Simmel’s Sociological Relationism (Bielefeld: Transcript, 
2005), 145; Deshun Li, Value Theory: A Research into Subjectivity (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 2014), 6. 
54 Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure, and Contradiction in Social Analysis 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 5. 
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stylistic, and valual qualities” of our engagement with the objects of our experiences. Audiences 
do not simply engage music perceptually; those acts of perception are always inflected by stance. 
Phenomenology, and the concept of stance in particular, provides a way of understanding value 
as a structure of lived experience rather than as a quality that is simply assessed and assigned. 
Listeners’ stances may bring skill to the foreground even if the mode of presentation seems to be 
understated, and musicians may take stances in performance that similarly foreground their 
virtuosic labor where it might otherwise remain in the background. As an example, the amateur 
guitarist with a particular affective stance toward the instrument might be disappointed in a 
performance that seems to him or her to fail to utilize the instrument, while another listener with 
a valual stance that emphasizes simplicity might find the performance ideal. These may seem 
like obvious observations, but Berger’s theorization of stance takes them as mutable structures of 
the experience rather than simple after-the-fact explanations. Thinking in terms of stance allows 
me to take seriously the discourses about skill and virtuosity in radio broadcasts, liner-notes, and 
magazines while still maintaining my orientation towards experience. Such verbal discourses are 
not trying to simply “trick” consumers into buying a product, but to influence stance, and thus 
experience. By encouraging listeners to take different valual or affective approaches to 
experiences, they potentially shape those experiences.  
By turning a phenomenological eye towards the experience of virtuosity, we encounter a 
complex and persistent mixture of different types of values that regularly includes the aesthetic, 
ethical, and economic. This persistent mixture of values raises significant difficulties, because 
we often make sense of these different types of value by separating them from one another. 
Some scholars define values in reference to specific social spheres—confining economic value to 
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the market while assigning ethical value strictly to the home or religious house of worship.55 
Others assign specific acts of valuation to different actors, as Jacques Attali does when he writes 
that music exhibits “the three dimensions of all human works: joy for the creator, use-value for 
the listener, and exchange value for the seller.”56 In virtuosity, however, individual actors often 
take on multiple, simultaneous valual relations to music and musical skill, and electronic media 
often blurs the line between public and private social worlds. 
The economic value of virtuosity is usually quite apparent—those whose skill is most 
widely acknowledged or believed to be “best” are presumed to garner a larger market share or at 
least to be able to charge more for their skills.57 In addition to valuing virtuosity economically, 
perhaps through the purchase of a ticket or recording, a listener’s experience of virtuosity 
includes both ethical and aesthetic forms of valuation. Ethical value is value placed upon a 
particular kind of human behavior that is considered good, though it may or may not be 
formulated in terms of a normative principle used to determine right action. As Kathi Weeks 
argues, ethical values are “immanent to different modes of existence.”58 Thus ethical values may 
be mapped onto traditional moral virtues like humility or more general categories like a “work 
                                                
55 Anthropologist David Graeber argues that this logic of exclusion has required economic and ethical value to 
become each other’s mirror image. In order to sanction the ruthless self-interestedness of the market, we must posit 
the separateness of the ethical sphere where community or family values can dominate. See David Graeber, Toward 
an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 257–61. 
56 Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1985), 9. 
57 For example, the historian Paul Metzner surveys multiple domains of virtuosity in Paris during the Age of 
Revolution (roughly 1775–1850), including music, crime detection, chess, and automaton building. Their 
commonality, Metzner argues, is not only their impressive technique, but the way they use that skill to “aggrandize 
themselves in reputation and fortune.” For Metzner, virtuosity is not simply impressive skill, or even socially 
displayed skill, but skill monetized in the public marketplace. See Paul Metzner, Crescendo of the Virtuoso: 
Spectacle, Skill, and Self-promotion in Paris During the Age of Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 1. 
58 Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 227. 
  51 
ethic.” In virtuosity, ethics and aesthetics go together in the ways that listeners both enjoy 
musical sound and valorize musical labor. The subtle difference between these acts of valuation 
can be seen in the many conflicts where there is general agreement about aesthetic quality—what 
makes a good sound—but the right or legitimate way of achieving it is disputed (e.g. whether 
recording musicians should overdub, or whether altering an instrument is an ingenious 
adaptation or dishonest shortcut).  
Any of these types of value can be more or less foregrounded, but as the case studies in 
Chapters 2–4 demonstrate, this is especially true of economic value. Thus audiences at Tony 
Melendez’s performances generally buy tickets and are happy to purchase t-shirts and recordings 
from his merchandise table, although he performs largely in churches that are often thought of as 
separate from the marketplace. The commercial aspect of rural variety radio was often tied 
directly to listeners’ ideas about performance quality, whereas Yehudi Menuhin and Ravi 
Shankar often worked to downplay economic value despite the role that it consistently played.  
A final type of value that is widely associated with virtuosity is that of entertainment. 
Like virtuosity, discussions of entertainment often split between celebrations of riveting display 
and denigrations of entertainment as distraction. Prior to attaching a positive or negative valence, 
however, saying that a musical performance is entertaining is to say that it produces a noticeable 
degree of interest or excitement, and this can be thought of as the “vitality affect” of music. This 
is a category of affect used by psychologist Daniel Stern to describe the how infants experience 
other people, but Stern also refers to music as “an example par excellence of the expressiveness 
of the vitality affects” in the ways that it conveys a vitality of presence that is experienced as 
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emotional yet often difficult to adequately describe with standard emotive vocabularies.59  
Additionally, entertainment value connotes some form of enjoyment. Philosopher 
Richard Shusterman defines entertainment value as “directly experienced enjoyment that is 
grasped as valuable for itself rather than simply being appreciated for its instrumental value in 
achieving other ends.”60 Shusterman’s definition sounds a great deal like aesthetic value, and I 
would argue that it is no coincidence, for entertainment value is ultimately not separable from 
other forms of value. Instead, it is an interpretive frame for them that emphasizes the interaction 
of subject and object in such a way that the subject is in some way carried along by the object. 
Virtuosity’s association with entertainment arises as a result of the ideas that virtuosity is 
exciting and that such excitement does not require effort from the listener, that it is the “most 
accessible” aspect of music.61 Regularly paired with this idea that the subject is “swept up” in the 
experience of entertainment value is the contrasting idea that the subject is free to sever any 
relationship with the object of his or her attention.  
 This ease of engagement and disengagement directly contradicts other philosophies of 
value, which imply a degree of commitment and self-fashioning. According to Roger Scruton, 
“our aesthetic preferences become values just as soon as we find ourselves in them.”62 Similarly, 
philosopher Simon Critchley argues that some type of ethical value forms all subjectivity: “what 
we think of as a self is fundamentally an ethical subject, a self that is constituted in relation to its 
                                                
59Daniel N. Stern, The Interpersonal World of the Infant: A View from Psychoanalysis And Developmental 
Psychology (New York: Basic Books, 1985), 54. See also Kathleen Marie Higgins, The Music Between Us: Is Music 
a Universal Language? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 152–53.  
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good, a self—our self—that is organized around certain core values and commitments.”63 As I 
asserted, entertainment value is not necessarily separate from these types of value. Instead, it is 
value that we seek and experience in the context of a cessation of self-formation and self-
maintenance, where the affective rewards of valual relationships can be had apart from the 
commitment and the self-founding components of such valual acts.64 If entertainment value 
initially draws us in, the concept implies that we are free to move on as soon as it dissipates. 
Framed in terms of entertainment value, virtuosity provides a dramatization of a laboring 
subject that supposedly frees audiences from attending to their own selves. It seems to avoid the 
commitment associated with ethical or aesthetic values, but it can do so only because it mirrors 
the values to which we are already committed. If entertainment value is easily taken up and cast 
aside by the subject, it is because it matches the basic structures of that subjectivity. In this way, 
entertainment value might actually tell us more about a culture or subculture’s core values than 
their most solemnly praised aesthetic or ethical ideals. It reflects those values so precisely that it 
creates few frictions or challenges.  
Musical Scholarship and Historical Phenomenology 
Within the United States, phenomenology has had a wide-ranging impact in music theory and 
ethnomusicology.65 Likewise, German historical musicologists, most notably Carl Dahlhaus, 
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64 For a defense of what is often denigrated as “escapism,” see David Hesmondhalgh, Why Music Matters 
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have drawn extensively from phenomenological thinkers.66 By contrast, the interaction between 
phenomenology and Anglophone historical musicology has been less robust, although there are 
some resonances between phenomenology and reception studies.67 There are many potential 
explanations for the relative absence of phenomenology in Anglophone historical studies of 
music, but I would argue that it stems from an understanding of phenomenology—especially as 
practiced by Husserl and Merleau-Ponty—as radically presentist.68 Indeed, music theory and 
ethnomusicology employ phenomenology in such a manner, using it to understand the living 
present of the musical work or the social and musical experiences of the field. Phenomenology’s 
method of bracketing out theoretical explanation in order to focus on the description and analysis 
of lived experience might seem to preclude any historical approach. What does history have, we 
might ask, other than second-hand accounts? What does it lack more than “lived experience”? As 
Jonathan Sterne argues: 
History deals in fragments, with traces, and whereas the fundamental condition for the 
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ethnographer is some kind of co-presence, the fundamental condition for the historian is 
absence. Most of human history is only available for present analysis in extremely 
skewed and partial form. We make use of the traces left behind, interpreting them, 
imposing our own frameworks and questions, and making them speak to our present.69 
 
Sterne makes these claims in the context of an important argument against the idealization of 
recorded media’s potential to preserve the past whole cloth. As he writes elsewhere, the recorded 
artifact is not perfect preservation; it is “less a memory and more a mnemonic.”70 But Sterne’s 
comments could also be construed as overestimating the riches of the ethnographer. For while 
the ethnographer’s bodily co-presence certainly differs from the historian’s engagement in the 
archive or the media room, neither can be construed in terms of pure presence or absence. 
 Clifford Geertz, whose oft-quoted essay on “thick description” might seem quite 
compatible with a presentist application of phenomenology, emphasized in the same famous 
essay that ethnographers are not simply present for events that are wholly transparent. The 
comparison he chooses is actually that of archival, even philological work: “doing ethnography 
is like trying to read (in the sense of ‘construct a reading of’) a manuscript—foreign, faded, full 
of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emendations, and tendentious commentaries, but written 
not in conventionalized graphs of sound but in transient examples of shaped behavior.”71 Geertz 
makes it clear that ethnographers are never simply “there” in the field; they are constantly, 
painstakingly learning to be there, seeking to understand the ways in which presence itself is 
constructed and experienced in a given situation. This is not to say that there are no distinctions 
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to be made between archival and fieldwork practices, only that historians and ethnographers are 
both chasing presence and lived meaning, even if they do so in their own particular ways. As 
Sara Ahmed argues, “the partiality of absence as well as presence” is one of the basic insights of 
phenomenology.72 
 It is for these reasons that phenomenology can function as my guiding methodology both 
in the contemporary case study of Chapter 2, in which performance-ethnography and digital-
fieldwork are the primary methods, as well as in the historical case studies of Chapters 3 and 4, 
which draw more widely on archival documents and media analysis. The subjective side of a 
phenomenon is often more accessible through fieldwork practices, but for those who work with 
objects and texts, the mutually constitutive relationship between subject and object is key. In 
archival work, the phenomenon must often be approached from the side of the object, but it does 
not have to stop there. We can also ask how this constitutes a subject, or how it is directed 
towards that subject. As archeologist Julian Thomas notes, “cultural significance and the 
production of meaning are not encapsulated in any one sutured entity,” so the absence of one is 
not necessarily insurmountable so long as there is enough evidence to reconstruct the 
relationships between perceiving subjects and the objects of their experience.73  
 Phenomenology has found many non-presentist applications in fields including 
archeology and oral history, but Bruce R. Smith’s application of phenomenology in the field of 
literature is particularly useful.74 Smith outlines three time frames in which historical 
phenomenology can function: the historical moment of the text’s creation, the analyst’s own 
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moment, or a moment “opening the present into the past.”75 My goal in this dissertation is to 
primarily pursue the first of these time frames in order to eventually move towards the third. In 
other words, only by attending to the construction of virtuosity in its historical and social 
specificity can we come to understand the salience of these forms of virtuosity today.  
 Smith presents his Phenomenal Shakespeare as a “manual for how to do historical 
phenomenology,” and in justifying such a project he turns to Jacques Derrida’s critique of the 
phenomenological reduction as carried out through the epoché.76 Derrida argues that 
phenomenology does not approach objects in their simple presence, but as if in “a scene, a 
theater stage.”77 This critique of presence is, according to Smith, actually an opportunity:  
Derrida doesn’t destroy Husserl’s phenomenology; he pushes it to its logical conclusions. 
In doing so, he opens up the possibility for a specifically historical phenomenology. 
Metaphysical presence, absolute knowledge: that may have been Husserl’s goal, but it 
does not have to be ours. We can accept that knowing-in-place-in-time is like a theatrical 
scene. We can accept the speeches and the props in that scene as artifacts, not natural 
givens. We can accept the fact that presence is an illusion made with those speeches and 
props. But we can still be interested in the illusion of presence and we can be interested in 
it in historical, culturally specific ways.78   
 
In other words, historical phenomenology can accept the social and historical construction of its 
objects of inquiry without devaluing them.  
Some might argue that close attention to past phenomena is impossible—the 
accumulation of historical circumstances that structured past experiences is gone and impossible 
to recover. It is true, unlike the first-person phenomenology practiced by most philosophers, “we 
can never be at the center” of historical phenomenology. However, Smith maintains, “we can 
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insinuate ourselves into the scene-of-knowing.”79 This is possible because, as Julian Thomas 
writes, “between those past persons and ourselves there has been no radical moment of 
severance, in which a ‘past’ has given way overnight to an utterly separate ‘present’…. The 
process by which the past context has become the present context will have been gradual and 
incremental.”80 There are indeed significant differences between the experience of historical 
subjects and our own, but these differences result from ongoing change, not a total historical 
break. 
In order to avoid equating current experiences of a phenomenon with that of historical 
subjects, historical phenomenology requires a nuanced attention to written and recorded speech. 
As Smith notes, it is “peculiarly important to historical phenomenology” to pay attention to the 
stories that contemporaries told themselves about the phenomenon under question and their 
experience of it.81 This counters the hope that dealing with recorded media might allow us to do 
away with the confusing work of listening to words about music and instead get to some 
semblance of the sounds themselves. Even sounds that have been preserved cannot be accessed 
as direct and unmediated. As historian Mark M. Smith argues, texts about sound are as important 
as recorded artifacts for understanding the meanings of these sounds in their particular time and 
place.82  
This is not to say that experience can be reduced to its conceptual description in 
language, but that the narratives conveyed by language help make sense of experiences and may 
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even partially structure them from the outset. Philosopher David Carr argues that there are 
structural similarities between experience and narrative, such that “narrative is at the root of 
human reality long before it gets explicitly told about.”83 This motivates attention to those stories 
that people tell themselves about phenomena, while also justifying the narrative quality of 
scholarship itself: 
The narrative explanation does not inhabit a different conceptual universe from the 
narrated and hence explained original scene. In fact, the business of revising motives and 
reassessing the reasons for action—that is, changing the story—may set in during the 
course of the action itself. As agents acting in the world we try to understand our own 
actions and experiences as we go along, often revising our own story in the course of the 
action. So the narrative account of the action, far from moving into a different universe of 
discourse from the events it depicts, is located on a continuum of repeatedly revised 
explanations, understandings, and interpretations that is part of life itself.84 
 
Because it is “narratives all the way down” according to Carr, “the story-telling never ends. That 
is, there is no definitive story.”85 This is one reason why historical phenomenology can take 
narratives seriously without necessarily ascribing to them. Concepts do not have to be adequate 
or even correct descriptors of experience in order to be effective at partially shaping it. Even if 
certain concepts or narratives seem incoherent, they can still rhetorically influence experience in 
powerful ways.  
Three Dynamics of Virtuosity in Musical Performance 
Although my examples thus far have been drawn from music, the definition of virtuosity and the 
theorizations of skill, sociality, and value that I have provided could broadly apply to many 
domains. In the final section of this chapter, I turn specifically to the key dynamics of virtuosity 
                                                
83 David Carr, Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 222. 
84 Ibid., 223. 
85 Ibid. 
  60 
in musical performance, whether live or mediated. I describe three central dynamics: the body-
technology dynamic, the process-product dynamic, and the likeness-difference dynamic. I 
develop each of these dynamics by drawing on existing literature on virtuosity in multiple time 
periods and artistic practices, drawing out primary themes and commonalities without attempting 
to pre-emptively synthesize virtuosity into a single quality.  
Scholars have previously articulated many of the key aspects of these dynamics. 
Occasionally, however, they take certain qualities as essential and universal that I argue are 
contingent and local. Because virtuosity is a socially constructed phenomenon, the specific 
qualities of these dynamics are highly dependent on culture, time, and place. Various musical 
practices enact these dynamics in diverse ways, and musical cultures may emphasize one while 
downplaying others to the point of collapsing one side of the dynamic entirely. These dynamics 
are essential to understanding the varying forms that virtuosity takes, but it is important to 
maintain their flexibility, as they are constantly made and remade through the social practices 
that constitute virtuosity. 
The Body-Technology Dynamic 
The basic dynamic of virtuosity is between bodies and technologies. This is clear enough in 
instrumental virtuosity where musicians relate to the external technology of the instrument, but 
even more mental or cognitive displays of skill take place in a “technologically-textured 
ecosystem,” in which even conceptual “cultural instruments” are shaped through technology and 
technological approaches to action.86 Thus skill may be in relation to an external technology, but 
it can also be a relation to the body itself technologized through training. The emergence of 
castrati in the sixteenth century represents only the most violent and obvious attempt to modify 
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the body as an instrument, to treat it as a technology for singing.87 Similarly, Dance Scholar 
Gabriele Brandstetter points to ballet technique in the nineteenth century as a technologizing 
practice in which the “dancer is a machinist and a sculptor (and a poet) who performs his own 
body.”88 Finally, Tia DeNora and others have pointed out that the entire genre of the concerto 
explores the mutual possibilities and limitations of instruments and performers.89  
The mutually established limits of body and technology mean that skill is mutable—shifts 
in technologies and techniques can redefine what counts as skill. This is apparent in the paired 
technological and technical innovations in music history. The introduction of the double-
escapement mechanism in nineteenth-century pianos allowed for the use of rapid repeated notes, 
making such repetition a potentially relevant part of skill.90 Similarly, the emergence of the 
electric guitar during the twentieth century provided tremendous volume and sustain on an 
instrument whose acoustic forerunner had long been lacking in those two areas.91 Furthermore, 
changes in technology and the practices of use in which it is embedded can introduce entirely 
new sets of skills or new instruments altogether. Consider the transformation of the record 
turntable into an instrument through the practices of hip-hop DJs. What was once a playback 
mechanism became an instrument for “real-time sound manipulation” with “a body of techniques 
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developed specifically for it.”92 For all of these examples, the physical interaction of bodies and 
technologies allows discourses of virtuosity to claim self-evidence even as these physical “facts” 
remain constantly open to both transformation and interpretation. The mutability of instrumental 
technologies can also clarify why speed has become the most widely recognized aspect of 
virtuosity, as most bodies do not easily move with simultaneous speed and precision, and most 
instruments are likewise not designed to make such actions easily attainable. 
Despite the diversity of ways in which the body-technology dynamic can be configured, 
scholars of many traditions have insisted that it must be characterized by the appearance of ease. 
Adorno takes this tack, arguing that “the sense of coloratura—the ballet of the voice—involves a 
curious degree of ability that goes beyond mere ability. The most difficult thing must sound 
‘easy,’ effortless, never merely realized.”93 Anya Peterson Royce concurs, emphasizing the 
importance of “sprezzatura,” or apparent ease, and arguing that “one must have so mastered the 
technique of the artistic genre that one does it effortlessly, indeed, artlessly.”94  
There are important class connotations lingering just beneath the surface of the discourse 
of apparent ease, as Royce’s reference to sprezzatura makes clear. The concept originated in 
Renaissance Italy to describe the proper way of comporting oneself within the social setting of 
the court, and the class connotations of apparent ease in musical labor extend to the present day. 
Ethnomusicologist Chris McDonald argues that the progressive rock band Rush strategically 
“underperforms”—pairing “discipline, detachment, and seriousness” with “excess, spectacle, and 
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extremity”—in order to appeal to middle class values of power and respectability.95 Additionally, 
the desire for feigned ease can easily be interpreted as a desire for greater effort on the part of 
audiences in recognizing difficulty. As Pierre Bourdieu has argued, “the whole language of 
aesthetics is contained in a fundamental refusal of the facile.”96 Thus the recognition of more 
hidden virtuosity can offer rewards to a connoisseur (in an act of appreciation similar to the 
British usage of “virtuoso” to describe a dilettante collector), but virtuosity as overt (and thus 
easily graspable) public display may demand too little of audiences for bourgeois taste.97  
Making one’s performance sound or look easy, however, is only an effective way of 
making skill apparent and socially meaningful if listeners know that the music is, in fact, quite 
difficult. Guild members or even devoted amateurs are likely to have this knowledge, but a 
general audience within the musical marketplace may not possess the adequate background. 
Thus, in many cases, skill is made apparent through the display of great effort. One widespread 
example is “the phenomenon of ‘guitar face,’” where rock guitarists and bassists display 
“distorted facial expressions” that communicate intense focus or even anguish. As Philip 
Auslander points out, these performative facial expressions are especially likely during the guitar 
solo—hallowed ground for virtuosic display.98  
There may also be differences between a musician’s own experience of ease and what 
that musician projects. Sitarist Stephen Slawek speaks of the need to “minimize the effort” 
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involved in playing an instrument in order to do so most effectively, but he also tells the story of 
his first sitar teacher, Dr. Lalmani Misra, describing the necessity of amplifying the display of 
that effort: “show 200% of what you are, and act 200% of what you are…make it clear that what 
you are doing is very difficult.”99 This is a musical example of what sociologist Erving Goffman 
calls “dramatic realization,” which refers to the practice of workers dramatizing their actions for 
others who might otherwise fail to see the value of their labor.100 Depending on the musical 
genre and even the specific audience, the display of either effort or ease within the body-
technology dynamic can serve to draw attention to skill, and it reflects various values about that 
skill. Whether the performer’s body fully dominates the technology, or the instrument seems in 
some way to “possess” the player, this interaction constitutes part of the meaning of skill.101  
The Process-Product Dynamic 
The body-technology dynamic is the most basic relationship that gives rise to virtuosity, but this 
activity is often subsumed within the process-product dynamic. Musicians relate not only to their 
instruments or own technologized bodies but to the models that they draw on and attempt to 
produce through their actions—whether these are thought of as frameworks, formulae, or 
“musical works.” Consider a saxophonist struggling to perfect the melody to one of Charlie 
Parker’s tricky bebop tunes, “Donna Lee.” Where is the “site” of such struggle? Certainly it 
happens at the level of the body-technology dynamic—working to perfect a difficult fingering 
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for the triplets that begin many of the tune’s phrases, for example—but the student is also likely 
to think and describe such struggle more broadly in relation to “the head”—a term commonly by 
jazz musicians used to refer to the melody. This is the process-product dynamic, how the actions 
of musical production ultimately relate to the models that structure them and the products they 
produce. 
The process-product dynamic is central to the construction of virtuosity, as what counts 
as virtuosic is largely determined by this relationship. In Western classical music, the process-
product dynamic is largely thought of as the relationship between performance and the musical 
work, and musical works often dominate discussion of that dynamic. Jane O’Dea argues that the 
emphasis should be firmly on the product side of the dynamic; performers should be “advocates 
for musical compositions,” and they are ethically responsible to avoid placing themselves (or 
their technique) ahead of those works.102 Although O’Dea suggests that one must choose 
between virtue and virtuosity— service to musical works or virtuosic self-importance—I would 
argue that the ability to provide a performance that a particular social group considers “faithful” 
is actually part of what counts as skill for many in the Western classical tradition. But of course, 
the performer’s subservience to the work is not a total consensus. As Jim Samson writes 
regarding Liszt:  
Through the Grande Etudes, Liszt liberated the performer (initially himself) from the 
work, elevating presence and presentation, celebrating the body, the space, the occasion. 
The performer here is an orator, who gives life to the music through nuances and 
inflections that are indispensable to its being.103 
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Even here, this elevation of “presence and presentation” does not totally eclipse the work. As 
Samson’s study shows, Liszt’s approach to composition in these piano works was precisely to 
make virtuosity part of the piece. Furthermore, it is the continued cultural importance assigned to 
the musical work that makes Liszt’s elevation of the process side of the dynamic particularly 
meaningful. 
In contrast to the product-emphasis within much of Western classical music, concern 
with the product side of the dynamic can take very different forms and even recede into the 
background entirely in some musical contexts. Andrew Kania argues that in rock and popular 
genres, the recorded track is the primary product and eventual model. In live performance—
depending on audience expectations and genre conventions—musicians may be free to perform a 
“song,” which is closely related to the track, but can be elaborated more or less freely.104 In 
heavy metal, the “potency” expected of guitar soloists demands that they are not entirely 
constrained even by the outlines of their previously recorded exploits.105 
Improvised forms like jazz emphasize the process of improvising a new work in the 
moment, albeit while drawing on previous experience and models.106 In this context, a new 
interpretive take on an old standard—unique phrasing, unusual harmonization, or a new rhythmic 
feel—is far more important than faithfulness to an original. Furthermore, at times the skillful 
improvisation within the process-product dynamic becomes more important than precision 
within the body-technology dynamic. Consider Miles Davis, who “has long been infamous for 
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missing more notes than any other major trumpet player.”107 Musicologist Robert Walser 
explains that Davis used “a loose, flexible embouchure that helped him to produce a great variety 
of tone colors and articulations.” He prioritized “striving for dramatic gestures rather than 
consistent demonstration of mastery.”108 Walser is quick to point out that Davis did indeed care 
about such mistakes, but ultimately improvisatory flexibility and range of expression were more 
important.  
For many, virtuosity seems to emphasize process entirely over product. Outside of music, 
Paulo Virno adopts the term virtuosity in order to describe much post-Fordist “immaterial” labor, 
which is comprised of “an activity which finds its own fulfillment (that is, its own purpose) in 
itself, without objectifying itself into an end product, without settling into a ‘finished product,’ or 
into an object which would survive the performance.”109 Yet such radically immaterial labor still 
relates to various models or templates of action, and this relation still determines to large extent 
the meanings of virtuosity. Sometimes fidelity counts as skill; sometimes ingenuity counts as 
skill; and sometimes the apparent transcendence of all models is instead the skill that is sought.  
The Likeness-Difference Dynamic 
The first two dynamics focused primarily on how musicians relate to the technologies of their 
craft and to the desired models and outcomes of their skillful action. Although I touched on how 
these two dynamics may be perceived, listeners do not stand at the center of either. The likeness-
difference dynamic, by contrast, is between the perceiver and the laboring musician. For the 
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display of skill to be meaningful, a listener must find some degree of commonality and some 
degree of otherness. This commonality may be as fundamental as recognizing the performer as a 
legitimate subject, and the otherness is always at least partially understood as the performer’s 
remarkable skill—however that may be understood. However, other aspects of likeness and 
difference—especially issues of race, gender, disability, sexuality, and class—are often at play as 
well. 
Interpretations of virtuosity regularly emphasize the difference side of this dynamic. 
Hilary Poriss writes that opera divas (and divos) have been perceived through the stereotype of 
“divine monsters” for much of the genre’s history.110 Similarly, Judith Hamera theorizes the 
virtuosic body of the dancer as a “monster” whose otherness “rewrites plots of possibility for 
other bodies even while demonstrating the inability of other bodies, including those of critics, to 
execute this virtuous discipline themselves.”111 Yet even as Hamera emphasizes the otherness of 
such “monsters,” she shows how the perception of impressive skill invites a comparison to one’s 
own body. The “plots of possibility” are based on a presumed intercorporeal likeness, while “the 
inability of other bodies” remains proof of the un-absorbed difference. This play of likeness and 
difference can be thought of as yet another instance of the figure-ground relation. As Richard 
Shusterman argues, “We understand anything in terms of a field, and the self is as much the 
background field of the other as the other is that of the self.”112  
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If the self provides the initial background for encountering and interpreting otherness, 
that background also allows audiences to search for likeness. Dana Gooley’s historical study of 
Liszt argues that the power of virtuosi is precisely in how audiences might identify with them. 
Liszt’s display of skill became “the carte blanche on which the world of the 1830s and 1840s 
wrote itself.”113 In her study of Luigi Boccherini, Elizabeth Le Guin emphasizes that “however 
spiced by wonder and pleasure, virtuosity inevitably confronts the watcher with the gulf of their 
difference from the watched.”114 Still, it is important that virtuosi are not wholly other, for 
audiences are also often eager to see the ways in which the performer might be a “real person” 
just like them. In addition to consuming the “public product of celebrity,” audiences also “seek 
out what is authentic and identifiable about particular stars.”115 It is this play of otherness within 
an individual’s partial identification with a performer that makes virtuosic performers so 
effective as demonstrators of value and models of identity. 
*** 
Every instance of musical virtuosity will depend in some way on these dynamics, 
although the relative importance of each varies widely. Some musical practices may choose to 
emphasize one side of the dynamic so thoroughly that the other side seems to disappear. This is 
precisely what some avant-garde and free jazz improvisatory practices strive to do with the 
process-product dynamic—they choose process entirely over product. Even here, however, the 
dynamic remains useful for analysis because the ability to emphasis process so fully is part of 
what counts as skill.  
                                                
113 Dana Gooley, The Virtuoso Liszt (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 2. 
114 Elisabeth Le Guin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2006), 138. 
115 Kerry O. Ferris, “The Sociology of Celebrity,” Sociology Compass 1, no. 1 (2007): 377. 
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Analyzing virtuosity through these three dynamics counters the tendency of some 
scholarly and popular discourse to use virtuosity in passing to refer to the narrowly technical—
taking the body-technology dynamic as the almost sole factor. Although some musical practices 
do emphasize the body-technology more than the others, attending to these dynamics together 
shows that skill can become apparent and meaningful in ways that extend beyond this narrow 
understanding of the technical. These three dynamics provide an interpretive frame for 
understanding the meanings of musical labor, taking up Adorno’s much more holistic definition 
of technique as “the sum of all musical means.”116  
Musical cultures often develop normative attitudes towards these dynamics, especially 
the relation between bodies and technologies and between process and product. By taking a 
phenomenological attitude towards them, the following chapters describe these attitudes as 
constitutive features of virtuosity that may not hold in other cultural and historical contexts. 
Although all of the case studies necessarily touch on the three dynamics described here, they 
each emphasize one in particular. Chapter 2 explores the body-technology dynamic with 
particular attention to issues of disability of gender; Chapter 3 explains how the process-product 
dynamic gives rise to the virtuoso persona through the example of downhome virtuosity; and 
Chapter 4 emphasizes the likeness-difference dynamic within the cosmopolitan virtuosity of 
Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin.  
                                                
116 Theodor W. Adorno, “Music and Technique,” in Sound Figures, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1999), 197; see also Max Paddison, Adorno’s Aesthetics of Music (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), 252. 
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CHAPTER 2: VIRTUOSITY, DISABILITY, AND THE LOGIC OF LIMITS 
 
 
In the summer of 2007, while singer and guitarist Tony Melendez was in South Texas for 
a pair of performances, a promoter filmed and quickly posted a video on YouTube entitled, 
“Tony Melendez plays ‘Let It Be’ on South Padre Island.” At the start of the video, just before 
Melendez begins his cover of the popular Beatles song, the words “Toe Jam” appear at the top of 
the screen, referring to a fact that viewers soon witness for themselves.1 Melendez plays guitar 
with his feet, and although his music is not particularly flashy, his method of playing the 
instrument leads audiences to engage his performances as virtuosic display. Over the last ten 
years, commenters on this video have addressed their appreciation of Melendez’s performance 
and their excitement about his skill. Some speak from a place of personal comparison. One 
commenter wrote: “This guy can play better than I can,” and another declared: “I'm a 
musician…and I feel so not worthy.”2 Others needed only a single word to express their 
reactions. “Amazing,” reads one; another states simply, “Respect.”3  
A year later, at a 2008 TED (Technology-Entertainment-Design) conference, another 
guitarist, Kaki King, began her set with her highly percussive “Playing with Pink Noise.” The 
subsequent YouTube video promoted King’s original claim to fame in the description: “Kaki 
King, the first female on Rolling Stone's ‘guitar god’ list, rocks out to a full live set at 
                                                
1 Melendez refers to the musicians he plays with as the “Toe Jam Band,” and “Toe Jam Tony” is a nickname that he 
gained while at an open mic event in his youth. 
2Users “McTheMan” and “teamradfordtv,” comments on “Tony Melendez plays ‘Let It Be’ on South Padre Island,” 
YouTube Video, 1:49, posted by “spislandbreeze,” July 24, 2007, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XuIkrsdrJLY. 
3 Users “yepkarma” and “Dutchdivine,” comments on Ibid. 
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TED2008…Jaw-dropping virtuosity meets a guitar technique that truly stands out.”4 
Commenters again joined in praise of mediated performance, and when some claimed to 
recognize King’s technique but to be unimpressed by the music itself, one user stepped in to 
correct them: “The true ability in a musician is their ability to inspire others.”5  
These guitarists are different in substantial ways. They play very different styles of 
music, and whereas Melendez is disabled, King is not.6 I want to suggest, however, that the 
social valuation of their musical labor is similar. Both performers are regularly discussed in 
terms of inspiration, as their performing bodies provide “potent templates for imagining ways 
work is produced and consumed.”7 Both are widely received as virtuosic, and although their 
techniques are very different, the ways in which their skill become apparent and socially 
meaningful to audiences is in many ways similar. Thus rather than suggesting a sort of qualified 
approach to “disabled” virtuosity, my argument is the opposite: there is no such thing as 
unqualified virtuosity. The reaction, “I can’t believe he did that with his feet!” is not dissimilar to 
reactions to other guitarists in which the exclamation “I can’t believe she did that,” leaves off the 
assumed phrase, “with her hands!” The fact that one is the normative approach to the instrument 
while the other is spectacularized does not reduce the logic of limits that is a necessary 
component of both.  
                                                
4 Kaki King, “Kaki King rocks out to ‘Playing with Pink Noise,’” YouTube Video, 14:49, posted by “TED,” May 
29, 2009, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TV5JBCBcCO0. 
5 User “michael ayers,” comment on Ibid. 
6 There is an ongoing debate about the benefits of person-first language (e.g “a person with a disability”) versus 
identity-first language (e.g. “a disabled person.”) On a basic level, proponents of person-first language argue that it 
avoids reducing the person to his or her disability; proponents of identity-first language argue that person-first 
language devalues disability as an identity. They emphasize that a disabled person should not have to de-emphasize 
disability in order to claim legitimate personhood. Recognizing the legitimacy of both concerns, I employ both 
forms of reference in this chapter. 
7 Judith Hamera, “The Labors of Michael Jackson: Virtuosity, Deindustrialization, and Dancing Work,” PMLA 127, 
no. 4 (October 2012): 752. 
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This chapter begins by focusing on the relationship between virtuosity and disability, 
with particular emphasis on the shift from the medical model of disability to the social 
constructionist approach developed within disability studies. This literature shows how agency 
and bodily limits are constructed in discursive and material ways, through cultural values, 
technologies, and built environments. I then return to the performances of Melendez as an 
example of the complex intersection of virtuosity and disability, drawing on fieldwork performed 
at a 2014 performance in Burlington, North Carolina. I close by comparing the valuation of 
Melendez’s performances with those of Kaki King, whose approach to the guitar as an adaptive 
technology demonstrates the fundamental social construction of the body-technology dynamic 
discussed in Chapter 1. Through King’s example, I argue that all virtuosity is based upon the 
partial accommodation of technology, and I explore similarities in how gender and disability 
inflects the virtuoso’s performance of power. Throughout, I argue that virtuosity and disability 
utilize a codependent logic of limits, where accommodation is a key aspect of the body-
technology dynamic. Both guitarists approach the instrument as an open technology whose 
features may guide but do not dictate a normative technique; their physical challenges provide 
opportunities for creative musical labor.  
 Social Construction, Disability, and Virtuosity 
Virtuosity and disability may seem an unlikely pairing, considering that in everyday usage the 
terms are often opposed—the latter indicates bodily deficiency, while the former denotes 
superabundance. Yet both arise within social constructions of embodiment, and both are based in 
the physical reality of bodies interacting with their social and technological environments. 
Furthermore, both are understood as meaningful differences from normative embodiment that 
give supposedly private bodies public meaning. The difference between them is not simply one 
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of valence, but how the values involved in each configure agency in their social and musical 
worlds.8  
The affinities between musical skill and disability were pointed out in the earliest 
iterations of musicology’s interaction with disability studies. Alex Lubet argues broadly that 
American society often treats “musicality” (understood as any tendency towards musical 
activity) as a disability.9 In Extraordinary Measures, Joseph Straus more explicitly connects 
disability with musical performance: 
If musical performers have extraordinary, prodigious, even monstrous bodies, then 
musical performances have an aspect of a freak show: audiences pay to see and hear 
figures whose appearance and ability deviate far from the norm. In exchange for the price 
of a ticket, audience members can stare (and listen intently), indulging in the 
simultaneously disquieting and reassuring contemplation of a human embodiment so like 
and yet unlike their own.10 
 
Unlike Strauss and Lubet, scholars within disability studies have been far more reluctant 
to draw such comparisons. This likely stems in part from a suspicion of the ways that other 
fields—particularly media studies and science and technology studies—employ metaphors of 
prosthesis and disability to describe the experience of technology and media.11 The potential 
problem with such metaphorical usage is that it can presume the essential difference between a 
whole and a disabled body, inadvertently delegitimizing a whole gamut of embodied variation. 
Similarly, the practices of virtuosity have utilized disability in problematic ways. One of the 
                                                
8 James Wilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson argue that the issue of “exclusion and lack of agency forms the basis 
of legal discourse about disability. For example, Black’s Law Dictionary, the professional standard, defines 
disability as ‘the want of legal capacity for the full capability to perform an act.’” James Wilson and Cynthia 
Lewiecki-Wilson, Embodied Rhetorics: Disability in Language and Culture (Carbondale and Edwardsville: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 2001), 4. 
9 Alex Lubet, Music, Disability, and Society (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2011), 12. 
10 Joseph Straus, Extraordinary Measures: Disability in Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 126. 
11 For a summary of how disability theorists have critiqued these fields, see Mara Mills, “Technology,” in Keywords 
for Disability Studies, ed. Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin (New York: New York University 
Press, 2015), 177–78. 
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longstanding strategies for making skill conspicuous is by playing an instrument in an unusual 
manner, often to comic effect. Performing with a “blindfold” or an arm behind the back draws 
attention to the ability of the performer’s body to adapt and display marked skill. Even the term 
“blindfold” reveals the ways that such practices approach what Tobin Seibers calls “disability 
drag.”12 
Yet despite these potential conflicts, dance scholar Helen Polson argues that disability 
studies has been “constricted by a devaluation of terms like virtuosity, expertise, mastery, 
athleticism, prowess, control, beauty, and technique.” Polson attributes this aversion to “the 
historical and ideological links between these terms and the coercive regimes of representation 
and oppression that have been directed at people with disabilities in the past and are still in force, 
and in evidence, today.”13 To put it more simply, many of the same attitudes that make virtuosity 
desirable also function to stigmatize disability. Virtuosity displays a presumably pleasurable 
otherness, whereas Erving Goffman defined the stigma associated with disability precisely as “an 
undesired differentness.”14 Despite the “freak show” aspect of virtuosity noted by Straus, most 
virtuosi do not share in the experience of oppression that those who have been described in terms 
of disability have endured. But without downplaying the crucial social justice work happening in 
disability studies, I want to turn to the ways that, as Fiona Kumari Campbell argues, disability 
can serve as a useful lens turned back on “the production, operation and maintenance” of our 
ideas about bodily ability.15 
                                                
12 Tobin Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008), 114. 
13 Helen Polson, “‘The Dance is in Your Body and Not in Your Crutches’: Technique, Technology, and Agency in 
Disability Movement Performance” (PhD diss., New York University, 2013), 6. 
14 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (New York: J. Aronson, 1974), 5.  
15 Fiona Kumari Campbell, Contours of Ableism: The Production of Disability and Abledness (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), 4.  
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Prior to the nineteenth century, disability within Western thought was regularly linked to 
the divine. In the words of Joseph Straus, it was either an “affliction” or “afflatus”—judgment 
for some sin or divinely endowed “transcendent vision.”16 With the divine posited as ideal, 
normality was hardly an intelligible concept—everyone deviated from divine perfection in some 
way.17 The words relating to the concept did not even enter European languages until the 
nineteenth century, but as they did, the ideal gave way to the normal. Lennard Davis points to the 
development of the discipline of statistics as a particular discursive field in which concepts like 
“norm” and “average” became not only intelligible but “imperative.”18 No longer a society of 
human beings who varied in innumerable ways, people could be organized in terms of statistical 
measurement. Within music, this produces a linear model of embodied capacity that ranks skill 
on a simple continuum: in the middle stands an imagined normative average, while virtuosity 
and lack of ability depart from the center in unequivocally opposite directions. I will return to 
this continuum after I have laid out the ideological foundations that make it seem so sensible. 
But even the longstanding conflict over whether virtuosity represents a positive transcendence of 
the norm or a negative descent to “cheap, flashy display” demonstrates its inadequacy.19 
Disability in the nineteenth century was also accompanied by a new emphasis on the 
body as a source of labor. Sayantani DasGupta highlights the place of bodies within the 
transition “from feudal to capitalist economies,” arguing that “the mid-1800s marked a change in 
how bodies were commodified and classified, with productive bodies distinguished from those 
                                                
16 Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 5. 
17 Ibid., 2–3.  
18 Tom Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” in The Disability Studies Reader, 4th ed., ed. Lennard Davis 
(New York: Routledge, 2013), 1.  
19 See Lawrence Kramer, Musical Meaning: Toward a Critical History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2002), 69. 
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that were considered less productive or non-productive.”20 Beyond this either/or distinction, 
disability regularly denotes an imperiled relation to some central form of culturally meaningful 
labor, which explains why the meanings of disability remain so hard to pin down. In sixteenth-
century England, disability could describe the “inability to pay a debt or to worship God with a 
full heart,” while during the U.S. Civil War it denoted a lack of “capacity to serve in the armed 
forces.”21 The type of labor expected of a subject often determines what counts as a disability 
and what is simply difference. 
Within this frame of the normal and the focus on the (temporarily) able-bodied worker, 
the dominant framework for understanding disability became the medical model. This model 
offers a highly “individualist” account of disability that defines it first and foremost “in terms of 
biological deficit.”22 From this standpoint, disability might have social effects or meanings 
within a family or community, but it remains at root an individual problem. Sociality enters at 
the end, when a separate society reacts to the individual who was already disabled, most often 
via curative or palliative medical care. Even as the medical model isolates disability entirely 
within the individual, it elevates the medical practitioner to the role of outside authority who 
names the disability through diagnosis. Although some forms of disability may be stigmatized 
from the beginning, bodily difference can also officially become disability through the 
pronunciation of such a diagnosis.  
The parallels between the medical model of disability and the critic-centered model of 
virtuosity forwarded by scholars like V. A. Howard and Philip Auslander are striking. The latter 
                                                
20 Sayantani DasGupta, “Medicalization,” in Adams, Reiss, and Serlin, Keywords for Disability Studies, 120. 
21 Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin, “Disability,” in Adams, Reiss, and Serlin, Keywords for 
Disability Studies, 6–7.  
22 Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” in Davis, The Disability Studies Reader, 1.  
  78 
posits an individual whose bodily difference—in this case, the presence of great skill—is a fact 
about that body. It may have social consequences and meanings, but it is, at base, an individual 
quality. Yet this model also places great emphasis on naming, because, as Philip Auslander 
notes, the virtuoso cannot confer the title on him or herself.23 Thus the critic/expert stands in the 
same role as the medical practitioner, supposedly separate from the phenomenon under question 
but uniquely empowered to name it. 
Pushing back against the medicalization of disability, activists in Great Britain in the 
1970s began advocating for a social model that distinguishes between impairments, which are 
“individual and private,” and disability, which is “structural and public.”24 Within such a model, 
as DasGupta explains, “an individual with Down syndrome having cardiac issues” is an 
impairment, while “the prejudice and discrimination preventing the woman with down syndrome 
from accessing appropriate educational or work opportunities” is a disability.25 As the Union of 
the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS), a pioneering disability rights organization 
in the UK, declared: “it is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is 
something imposed on top of our impairments, by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and 
excluded from full participation in society.”26  
The social model was designed to motivate political action; it was a “practical tool” used 
to communicate to a wide array of stakeholders, and not, as Michael Oliver writes, “a theory, an 
idea or a concept.”27 Subsequent scholars like Lennard Davis have pointed out that while 
                                                
23 Philip Auslander, “Musical Personae,” The Drama Review 50, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 114. 
24 Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” 216. 
25 DasGupta, “Medicalization,” in Adams, Reiss, and Serlin, Keywords for Disability Studies, 121. 
26 Quoted in Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” in Davis, The Disability Studies Reader, 215. 
27 Michael Oliver, “The Social Model in Action: If I Had a Hammer,” in Implementing the Social Model of 
Disability: Theory and Research, ed. C. Barnes and G. Mercer (Leeds, UK: The Disability Press, 2004), 30. 
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carrying out this critique, the social model also “relies heavily on a medical model for the 
diagnosis of the impairment.”28 Even the example in the previous paragraph takes the medical 
diagnosis “Down syndrome” as its starting point. As an approach designed to undergird social 
organizing around disability rights, its application of “strategic essentialism” is understandable.29 
Yet as many subsequent scholars of disability have noted, the model continues to locate 
impairment in isolated individuals, treating it as prior to and separate from disability, which is 
given over entirely to oppressive outside forces. 
Against this tendency to think of impairment as pre-existing, Tobin Siebers insists that 
sociality and bodily difference must be conceptualized together. However, he has concerns about 
constructionist thinking regarding bodies. For Siebers, a “weak” social constructionism sees 
ideas, attitudes, and discourses as simply influencing the perception of bodies, while “strong” 
constructionism “posits that the body does not determine its own representation in any way 
because the sign precedes the body in the hierarchy of signification.”30 Both are unacceptable, 
largely because they erase the bodies that they purport to describe. His solution is to insist that 
social construction itself is always “complexly embodied.” By this he means that constructions 
possess “both social and physical form,” and that “both sides push back in the construction of 
reality.”31 This argument is similar to the one I forwarded in the Introduction about the 
relationship between “interpretive” and “objective” approaches to social constructionist thinking. 
Individual impairments, social attitudes, and built environments always feed back into each other 
                                                
28 Lennard Davis, “The End of Identity Politics: On Disability as an Unstable Category,” in Davis, The Disability 
Studies Reader, 271 
29 On the concept of strategic essentialism, see Chris Barker, The Sage Dictionary of Cultural Studies (London: Sage 
Publications, 2004), 189. 
30 Siebers, Disability Theory, 55.  
31 Ibid., 30. 
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within actual social worlds. Interpretations of meaning arise in relation to socially and 
historically constructed “real states of affairs,” and these in turn shape the bodies and phenomena 
that they interpret.32 
Rather than dissolving impairment entirely into a strong (i.e. reductively discursive) 
constructionism, Tom Shakespeare argues that impairment is “always already social.”33 “Always 
already” is a phrase widely used in phenomenology, where it indicates that a specific aspect of a 
phenomenon is present from the very moment of our experience of it.34 A phenomenologically-
informed social constructionist understanding of disability recognizes that impairment is always 
already shot through with cultural attitudes and lived within the built environment of society. But 
this does not mean that the distinction between impairment and disability ought to be jettisoned 
altogether. As the philosopher Hilary Putnam says simply, “a distinction is not a dichotomy;” we 
introduce distinctions in order to see how elements of a phenomenon interact, not because we 
presume them to be completely and essentially separate.35  
Drawing on Siebers’s and Shakespeare’s arguments, the relationship between 
microperceptions and macroperceptions discussed in Chapter 1 can be adapted to help explain 
the relationship between impairment and disability. Impairments can be understood as “micro-
embodied,” but always as the “perceptual foci” of a socially and culturally situated “macro-
embodiment.” Locating the relationship between these two is an ongoing interpretive dialectic 
rather than a one-time act of contextualization or focus. Impairments are lived within a shared 
                                                
32 Scott R. Harris, What Is Constructionism?: Navigating Its Use in Sociology (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, 2010), 6. 
33 Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” in Davis, The Disability Studies Reader, 219. 
34 The phrase is perhaps most widely associated with the philosopher Martin Heidegger, although it occurs in the 
writings of many phenomenological thinkers. 
35 Hilary Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2002), 9. 
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world, and disability does indeed reference bodily difference that often takes the form of 
impairment. It provides the micro-embodied focus within the macro-embodiment of disability; 
both are intensely personal and irreducibly social.  
Disability scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson emphasizes that both “impairment” and 
“limits” arise through “a hypothetical set of guidelines” partially based on the physiology of 
typical human embodiment, but whose “sociopolitical meanings and consequences are entirely 
culturally determined.”36 These meanings are often concretized within the built environment. 
Stairs serve to disable those in wheel chairs whereas ramps do not. Their limits are relative, not 
essential. Rather than treating the normative as the point of divergence, Garland-Thomson argues 
that “the margins constitute the center.”37 Put another way, we begin with difference, and 
construct sameness from its raw materials. Neither virtuosity nor disability, then, move from a 
center along straight lines; they move along multiple axes and create constellations of difference. 
Whereas the single continuum of inability-normativity-virtuosity outlined earlier suggests a 
straightforward measuring of bodies, the question of meaning within such constellations of 
difference is contested, and the bodies involved always overflow their categorization. The trope 
of virtuosity as “excess” may imply a simple exceeding of the norm—far to one side of the 
continuum—but I argue that virtuosity represents excess in the sense that it overflows this linear 
model of embodied capacity. The potential skills involved in musical labor are too numerous, the 
subject positions of both performers and audiences too complex, and the values involved in the 
phenomenon too interdependent to be so easily mapped.  
                                                
36 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and 
Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 6.  
37 Ibid., 5. 
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By thinking outside of the simple continuum of embodied capacity, accommodation 
arises as a key aspect of the body-technology dynamic outlined in the previous chapter. In a 
statement that is in many ways axiomatic in disability studies, Garland-Thomson points out that 
“printed information accommodates the sighted but ‘limits’ blind persons.”38 Her specific use of 
language is important—the printed word accommodates the sighted. She challenges the common 
understanding of accommodation as the way “normal” technologies are altered for use by those 
with extraordinary bodies and instead posits accommodation as a basic feature of tools and 
technologies. It is an affordance that allows but does not determine a particular action, and in fact 
all human-produced physical objects are made in some way to accommodate human use.39 
Accommodation does not remove individual effort or action; it provides the very frames through 
which social agents and observers understand their capacity to act.  
Both instruments and repertoires vary widely in their capacity to accommodate different 
forms of embodiment. Musicologist Blake Howe explains how each implies a “normal 
performance body” that can take advantage of the accommodations already built into the 
standard technology or piece of music: 
For example, musical instruments and scores—plus the cultural expectation that they 
should be performed in a particular way—work together to imply the bodily shape of 
their intended performer. This normal performance body usually possesses all limbs, with 
above-average hand and finger size, lung capacity, and strength, among other qualities. 
Most violin designs imply a two-handed, two-armed, and multi-fingered performer with a 
flexible neck. Brass instruments similarly imply a one- or two-handed, multi-fingered 
performer, whose mouth is capable of forming a strong, effective embouchure; tubists 
must also have the strength to lift their heavy instrument.40 
                                                
38 Ibid., 7. 
39 The term “affordance” was first coined by the psychologist James J. Gibson. Gibson defines affordances as 
possibilities embedded in the relationship between animal and the environment: “the affordances of the environment 
are what it offers the animal.” James J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, classic ed. (London: 
Routledge, 2015), 119. 
40 Blake Howe, “Disabling Music Performance,” in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, ed. 
Blake Howe et al. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016), 356. 
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Applied to Tony Melendez example, Howe’s theorization demonstrates how Melendez’s 
playing becomes remarkable because he does not possess the fingers and arms—key parts of the 
“normal performance body”—that the traditional guitar is designed to accommodate. Guitarists 
of wide-ranging physical comportments find ways to adapt the guitar so as to accommodate their 
individual bodies and musical goals, but the accommodation is necessarily and intentionally 
partial. The technology and the musical practice in which it is used produce accommodations as 
well as limits. 
Tony Melendez and the Performance of (Dis)ability 
Prior to 1987, Tony Melendez was not widely known outside his direct social circle of family, 
friends, and members of the Catholic church that he attended in Los Angeles. But, on September 
15, 1987, Melendez sat on a small stage with his guitar at a Catholic youth rally held for Pope 
John Paul II’s visit to LA. “Holy Father,” another young man declared, “we now have a special 
gift that we would like to present to you. Our gift represents courage, the courage of self-
motivation and family support. Our gift is music and a performer that says, ‘when I sing, I hear 
the Lord.’ Holy Father, we are proud to present to you Tony Melendez.”41 At this, the Pope 
turned towards Melendez, who sat with his guitar on the floor in front of him. As the crowd 
cheered, Melendez began to play a cascading arpeggio before launching into the song’s simple 
progression, fretting strings with his left foot while his right heel rested on the guitar’s lower 
bout to facilitate his strumming. He played adeptly, alternating picking and strumming to build 
momentum through the opening measures.  
                                                
41 Tony Melendez, “Tony Melendez- Never be the Same,” YouTube Video, 5:00, posted by “John316Acts2,” 
November 2, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zlZPYGBXQ44. 
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Although strumming chords on the acoustic guitar is a relatively common skill, 
Melendez’s nuanced dynamics and rhythms demonstrate the subtleties that typically distinguish 
the experienced player from the novice. But despite the skill that we can uncover through close 
attention to his playing, most guitar performances similar to that of Melendez—neither 
particularly fast nor loud, making use of common chords as part of a background 
accompaniment—do not draw attention to their skillful execution. Listeners and performers alike 
understand that such confessional, singer-songwriter styles of music are meant primarily to 
express sincere sentiment, and the religious layers of Melendez’s performance intensify this 
purpose. Melendez’s stage persona is sincere, not showy, but his basic approach to the 
instrument is unusual enough to lace his entire performance with novelty and intrigue. His 
example makes clear that virtuosity is not simply about overt display or abstract sound but about 
the socially situated perception of a laboring body producing music.  
The song he played for the Pope was a wedding ballad by Ron Griffen called “Never be 
the Same” (Figure 1). Over his guitar accompaniment, Melendez sang out in a full tenor: “today 
is like no other day before, and you and I will never be the same.” This song was likely chosen 
because of Pope John Paul II’s extensive theological teachings on marriage as a reflection of 
God, but in retrospect, the lyrics describe the impact of the performance on Melendez’s own 
life.42 As the song concluded, the Pope rose to his feet and leapt from the stage. To the roar of 
the crowd, he approached the young guitarist and kissed him. The Pope addressed Melendez, and 
instead of praising the song’s theological message or its aesthetic impact, he spoke of the 
guitarist’s character. “Tony, Tony, Tony, you are truly a courageous young man, a courageous 
                                                
42 These ideas were originally laid out in a series of addresses between 1979 and 1984, and they have come to be 
known as his “theology of the body.” See Pope John Paul II, The Mystery of Human Personhood: A Renewal of The 
Theology of the Body (Palo Alto, CA: Academica Press, 2011). 
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young man. You are giving hope to all of us. My wish to you is to continue giving this hope to 
all the people.”43 The implication of the Pope’s praise was that it took courage to perform an act 
in public that one should not, in the eyes of most, be capable of performing at all, and that such 
an act of courage offered hope that others could overcome their own limitations.44 Melendez is 
“courageous” because he has done something out of the ordinary, indeed, something that the 
Pope and everyone else likely would not have considered possible—up to the very moment that 
they witnessed it.45 
                                                
43 Tony Melendez, “Tony Melendez- Never be the Same,” YouTube Video, 5:00, posted by “John316Acts2,” 
November 2, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zlZPYGBXQ44. 
44 As the theologian Charles Curran writes, such a focus was consistent with Pope John Paul II’s view of labor: “he 
recognizes the objective aspect of labor—that which is done—but maintains that the primary aspect of labor is the 
subjective aspect—the person who does the work.” Charles E. Curran, Catholic Moral Theology in the United 
States: A History (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2008), 88. 
45 According to Beth Devolder, “compulsory heroism” is “the main social role available, not only to persons with 
disability, but also to anyone facing ‘adversity.’” See Beth Devolder, “Overcoming the Overcoming Story: A Case 
of ‘Compulsory Heroism,’” Feminist Media Studies 13, no. 4 (2013): 745– 64. 
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Figure 1: Opening to “Never Be the Same” 
 
The performance, the kiss, and finally the Pope’s words launched Melendez’s 
performance career, fusing his various social identities in the public eye: he was a person with a 
disability, a devout catholic, and a musician whose stirring performance had quite literally 
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moved the pontiff to make physical contact with this extraordinary body.46 This intersection of 
virtuosity, disability, and religious identity within Melendez’s performances raises the primary 
questions laid out in the Introduction: What counts as skill, and to whom? What practices of 
presentation and perception bring skill to the foreground? In a primarily religious context, 
Melendez shows how bodily difference and the complex subject positions of both performers 
and audiences contribute to what counts as skill. 
Melendez in Concert 
Tony Melendez’s 2014 performance at a Catholic church in Burlington, North Carolina, began 
with a video clip. Seated in long pews, audience members took in a highlight reel of Melendez’s 
1987 performance for the Pope. The clip concluded with the “Papal kiss” that launched his 
career, and its presentation on the screen brought the audience to its feet as Melendez took the 
stage. Earlier in the day, Melendez said during our interview that the kiss “sent [him] around the 
world.” The concert organizer later explicitly cited it as motivation for inviting Melendez, and it 
explains why Melendez’s tours often focus on Catholic churches and schools in the United States 
and South America. Perhaps in response to the promotional materials circulated by concert 
organizers, some audience members mentioned the kiss as a reason for attending. Yet before 
seeing Melendez in the flesh, they saw the event that may have motivated their attendance 
projected onto the screen.  
One of the few aspects of Melendez’s performance that might seem to fit canonic 
accounts of virtuosity is the apparent centrality of the display of skill in a live context, yet both 
                                                
46 It is unsurprising that John Paul II would be moved by this bodily display. As George Weigel writes, “By insisting 
that the human subject is always an embodied subject whose embodiedness is critical to his or her self-
understanding and relationship to the world, John Paul took modernity’s ‘anthropological turn’ with utmost 
seriousness.” George Weigel, Witness to Hope: The Biography of Pope John Paul II (New York: Cliff Street Books, 
1999), 342–43.  
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the initial performance and Melendez’s subsequent reception were capacitated by and suffused 
with media. The rally in L.A. was simulcast to gatherings in three other U.S. cities, allowing 
crowds to participate in real-time without actual bodily co-presence. Even the experience of 
those in the auditorium in L.A. was highly mediatized, with screens projecting close-ups of the 
Pope and Melendez in ways familiar to anyone who has attended a large concert, sporting event, 
or even religious gathering in the age of electronic media. Media theorist Philip Auslander 
identifies precisely these elements of “instant replay, the ‘simulcast,’ and the close-up” as 
aspects that were “at one time understood to be secondary elaborations of what was originally a 
live event,” but “are now constitutive of the live event itself.”47  
Contrary to Alfred Schutz’s equivalence of anything but “directly experienced social 
reality” with a lack of vividness, Melendez’s live performances are made more vivid through the 
hyper-real closeness of media.48 Images of Melendez flash upon the screen in the performance 
venue, bringing audiences closer than they could ever get “in real life.” Media can also re-narrate 
past events to emphasize particular interpretations. The clip of the papal kiss used to begin his 
concert in North Carolina shortened the 1987 performance substantially, emphasizing the Pope’s 
reaction as much as Melendez’s playing, thereby promoting the Pope as the model perceiver 
whose approval and interpretation provide an initial rubric for others. Outside of the mediatized 
live experience, Melendez’s performance for the Pope has been reborn on YouTube, where 
people might encounter it practically at any time or anywhere. Watching from home, streaming 
video offers a sense of mediated “being there” via the ready availability of audio-visual 
                                                
47 Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2008), 25. 
48 Alfred Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, trans. George Walsh and Frederick Lehnert (Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1967), 186. 
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spectacle.49 Through all of this, Melendez demonstrates the blurred distinctions between live and 
mediated performance within the age of electronic media.  
Melendez’s performance for the Pope was clearly exceptional, but some parts of his 
background as a guitarist are quite ordinary. During our interview, he told the story of 
encountering the guitar as “a toy” that belonged to his father.50 Initially using it as a distraction, 
it was not until he saw someone perform in an open G tuning that he imagined taking it up in 
earnest (Figure 2). Guitarists in many styles use tunings that differ from the “standard” fourth-
based tuning, but because “open” tunings produce a recognizable chord without fretting any 
strings, they reduce the demand for stretches across multiple frets into complex shapes. In 
standard tuning, a simple C chord requires placing a finger in each of the first three frets. For 
Melendez, the open tuning allows him to utilize his left big toe to compress several strings at 
once within a single fret. He often plays in the keys of D or G so that he can make use of the 
open top string as a drone on the tonic or dominant of the key. 
Figure 2: The Fourths-based “standard” tuning compared to Open G tuning 
 
Melendez was by no means the first musician to make use of the easily adapted tuning of 
the guitar in order to accommodate bodily difference. Joni Mitchell tells the story of turning to 
                                                
49 A colleague tells the story of a college roommate who used to show him videos of his favorite instrumentalists 
performing impressive feats on their instruments. After a video ended, the roommate would look at him and say in a 
tone of wonder, “that just happened.” The roommate obviously understood that the video was not a live webcast, but 
his comment shows how witnessing performances through media can take on the status of an event.  
50 Many guitarists share similar stories of gaining initial access to a guitar through their father or another male 
relative. Kaki King likewise recalls that her father “just kept a guitar around the house,” and it was likely his 
decision “that guitar would be [her] instrument.” See ChicagoPride.com, “Kaki King: The Gopride.com Interview,” 
accessed December 13, 2016, http://chicago.gopride.com/news/interview.cfm/articleid/101664. 
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alternate tunings because her left-hand had become “somewhat clumsy because of polio.”51 But 
as George McKay points out, if this change was originally conceived as a physically required 
accommodation, it came to be heard as a mark of originality.52 Despite Melendez’s description of 
the tuning as the “secret” to his playing, it is not the only way to play guitar with the feet. 
Melendez himself sometimes uses other tunings, and the guitarist Mark Goffeny also plays with 
his feet in standard tuning, in a more blues and rock infused style. Goffeny’s very different 
musical approach to the instrument is proof that playing the guitar with one’s feet does not 
dictate a singular technique. Melendez’s tuning accommodates his aesthetics as well as his 
body.53 
The relationship between Melendez’s disability and his display of musical ability is 
regularly cast in the common disability narrative of overcoming. Indeed, this was the clear 
subtext in the Pope’s description of his performance as “courageous,” a rhetorical approach that 
engages what Jay Dolmage calls the myth of “overcoming or compensation”: 
In this myth, the person with a disability overcomes their impairment through hard work 
or has some special talent that offsets their deficiencies…. [T]he connection between 
disability and compensatory ability is intentional and required. The audience does not 
have to focus on the disability, or challenge the stigma that this disability entails, but 
instead refocuses attention toward the ‘gift.’ This works as a management of the fears of 
the temporarily able-bodied (if and when I become disabled, I will compensate or 
overcome), and it acts as a demand upon disabled bodies (you had better be very good at 
something).54 
 
                                                
51 Quoted in George McKay, Shakin’ All Over: Popular Music and Disability (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2013), 26.  
52 Ibid., 27.  
53 In our interview, Melendez expressed his appreciation of a range of popular music that he “grew up listening to” 
in the 1970s and ‘80s. He referenced Dan Fogelberg as one of his favorite musicians, and his overall sound is 
reminiscent of Fogelberg’s soft rock. 
54 Jay Timothy Dolmage, Disability Rhetoric (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2014), 39–40. 
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Overcoming narratives are widely critiqued in disability studies as distracting, 
dehumanizing, or limiting. So-called “human interest” stories on television news programs are 
particularly prone toward facile versions of the overcoming narrative. As Susannah B. Mintz 
writes, “Media stories of ‘overcoming’ disability can obscure the reality of most disabled 
people’s lives, reinforcing desires for rehabilitation or cure and deflecting attention from matters 
of education, employment, and access to services.”55 The ultimate problem with the overcoming 
narrative is that it requires people with disabilities to either be inspiring or be invisible. 
Although Melendez has actively embraced the Pope’s call to bring hope and the 
overcoming myth embedded within it, he also pushes back against this narrative. In performance, 
he tells the story of a child asking what it feels like to have no arms. His answer: “human.” He 
goes on to state matter-of-factly, “I’ve lived in this body all my life.” Melendez’s assertion of a 
shared humanity refuses to erase his physical difference; it is a legitimate part of his human 
experience that need not be corrected or overcome. In a context where Melendez is almost 
constantly required to be, as Tobin Siebers puts it, both “cripple” and “super-cripple”—such 
leveling comments work to subvert these expectations, even if Melendez cannot entirely avoid 
them.56  
Rejecting the idea that he is either particularly limited or gifted, Melendez admonishes in 
his book, “You could play the guitar with your feet if you were willing to practice hard 
enough.”57 After all, it is not as if Melendez’s lack of arms somehow produced his musical skill. 
The primary relationship between those two aspects of his embodiment is that Melendez’s non-
normative body socially sanctions his non-normative technique. In other words, his physical 
                                                
55 Susannah B. Mintz, “Invisibility,” in Adams, Reiss, and Serlin, Keywords for Disability Studies, 113.  
56 Siebers, Disability Theory, 111. 
57 Tony Melendez and Mel White, A Gift of Hope (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), 3.  
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difference allows audiences to value his unusual skill as legitimate, impressive, and musically 
meaningful. If a musician with arms were to play with Melendez’s technique, audiences would 
almost certainly see it as a gimmick. 
Melendez has had to combat the idea that his ability is somehow tied directly to the fact 
that he has no arms. When I interviewed him before the North Carolina concert, the only 
comment he made entirely unprompted was a reference to his acquisition of skill: “The other 
side of what I’m doing with the guitar with the toes, there still has to be the time, the practice. 
It’s not like overnight I could just do it—No way. I had to take the time to learn the instrument, 
practice it.”58 Such statements demonstrate a work ethic that is often central not just to the 
cultivation of skill but to the construction of virtuosity and its ethical undertones. His audiences 
value his skill as unique but also in some way the result of dedicated, everyday labor.  
Long before he played for the Pope, people often could not believe that Melendez played 
guitar at all:  
When it came to the music, people didn’t believe it. Tony play the guitar? It was always 
that question, “really?” To the point where they would come, maybe like my mom’s 
friends, they knew or heard that maybe I played but it’s always that big question mark. 
Then they come to the house and they’re asking, “Well, who’s playing the guitar?” 
because I’m in my bedroom. “Tony.” “No way.” It was always like that, “no way.” 
They’d have to literally walk in and see it. So there had to be that sense of reality, that 
sense of “no way, this can’t be real” until they step in and see it, and then it became 
music to them.59 
 
Melendez’s comments emphasize the role of vision in overcoming disbelief that his body could 
be the source of music. Having seen him play, his visitors gained a basic understanding of how 
he manipulated the guitar, which in turn transformed their experience of his playing. Vision is 
not always necessary to understand or experience virtuosity, but it seems to be particularly 
                                                
58 Tony Melendez, Interview with author, Burlington, NC, April 4, 2014.  
59 Ibid. 
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important to unsettle the assumptions that people have about how music-making must be 
accomplished. The role of sight expands through the use of video in Melendez’s performances, 
where audiences can closely inspect his technique through close-ups of his feet as he plays. The 
camera need not linger on these shots, however. Once seen, it can zoom in on Melendez’s face as 
he sings or pan out to other members of the band. If his skill might hover as a question that 
potentially distracts from his music—as it did for the friends who visited his home as a child—
visual confirmation allows the basic virtuosity of his approach to drift between foreground and 
background in individuals’ musical experience.  
In performance or video, Melendez’s bodily difference is decidedly visible, and as Blake 
Howe argues, such “external and exposed” bodily difference “may immediately engulf a 
disabled person’s public identity.”60 Yet, as Howe points out, the question of audibility in 
musical practice is a different matter. It is a point of pride for Melendez that while there are 
certain harmonic extensions that he has to have his band fill in, there is no obvious limitation in 
his sound as a guitarist. He is invested in sonically passing as a competent and therefore 
unremarkable rhythm guitarist within his particular musical idiom; he is not “audibly disabled.” 
But this passing is what makes his ability all the more impressive for his audience. Melendez 
employs this language of passing in describing his own skill: 
I would say, I’m not the greatest guitarist in the world, but if you put me behind the 
curtain and it’s kinda like a common player, not a super excellent player, kinda in 
between, and you put me behind a curtain and he’s singing [and] I’m singing: who’s 
playing with their feet? Unless you knew my voice or knew me, then I don’t think you’d 
know.61 
 
                                                
60 Howe, “Disabling Music Performance,” 348. 
61 Tony Melendez, Interview with author, Burlington, NC, April 4, 2014. 
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 Whereas Melendez had earlier described vision as essential to his family’s friends 
accepting his skill, his point here is that that the absence of the visual might make audiences 
appreciate his playing apart from his physical difference. But in actual practice Melendez does 
not attempt in any way to “hide” how he plays; cameras regularly zoom in on his feet and his 
promotional materials—with references to the “toe Jam band” and pictures of his playing—tend 
to draw attention to it. It is possible that the absence of visuals on audio recordings and the 
unmarked sound of his strumming might lead some listeners to passively draw on their prior 
experiences of similar music and apperceive—at least for a moment—the source of the sound as 
something more like the “standard performance body” discussed above. When they realize how 
he plays, however, the overturning of this apperception becomes the source of interest and 
amazement. Whether or not Melendez is visually present, his sound remains unmarked while his 
mode of sonic production is definitively marked. 
When I asked Melendez whether it bothered him that audiences are fascinated with his 
basic approach to the instrument, he was matter-of-fact: 
I would say every artist has his niche. That would be my niche. The shock of “he’s using 
his feet!” I don’t know if I’d be as popular or as well-received if I played with my arms. 
If I had the arms and I just played, I think music would have been harder. I don’t know if 
I would have had a moment to sing for the Pope. I don’t know if the Pope would have 
jumped off the stage to come and kiss me if it wasn’t a guy with no arms playing the 
guitar with his feet. It’s hard to really know, I really don’t know, but I would say it would 
be different than it was, if I had arms standing up playing the guitar, singing. I think he 
would receive it, yes. Enjoy it, maybe? But a guy playing the guitar with his feet, it’s like, 
“no way, that can’t be happening.”62 
 
Defenders of meritocratic evaluation might argue that Melendez is selling himself short, or that 
people should appreciate his music in a purely aesthetic way and willfully ignore how he plays 
                                                
62 Ibid. 
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the instrument. But the feet and the music, the aesthetics of sound, and the ethics of human effort 
are necessary aspects of value for Melendez and his audience. 
Melendez’s ability to move the audiences through his display of skill emphasizes the 
power he exercises through his performances. Such power is a key component of virtuosity, and 
although gender is not foregrounded in the discourse about Melendez, displays of power are 
often coded as masculine. Indeed, as Robert Walser notes, within patriarchal society, “power 
itself is construed as essentially male.”63 Yet while the display of skill can serve as a mode of 
constructing and performing masculinities, I would argue that virtuosity enacts two forms of 
power that differ in their gendered connotations. The anthropologist David Graeber identifies 
these two basic types of social power as “the power to act directly on others”—which is often 
coded as masculine—and “the power to define oneself in such a way as to convince others how 
they should act toward you,” which is often coded as feminine. In virtuosity, both these forms of 
power are at play, although one may predominate. The actions of musicians move audiences 
while simultaneously performing a persona that influences the actions and attitudes taken 
towards those musicians.  
The first type of power “tends to be attributed to the hidden capacities of the actor,” 
whereas the second results from “visible forms of display,” and this is ultimately the source of 
their gendered associations.64 The presumed agent behind such “hidden capacities” is the 
ideological construct that Judith Butler identifies as “disembodied ‘man.’” Locating masculinity 
outside the sphere of embodiment promotes it as unmarked and universal, while also positing its 
opposite: “the corporeally determined ‘woman.’” The second form of power is thus feminized 
                                                
63 Robert Walser, Running with the Devil: Power, Gender, and Madness in Heavy Metal Music (Hannover, NH: 
University Press of New England, 1993), 76. 
64 David Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (New York: 
Palgrave, 2001), 104. 
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because the corporally determined woman is constantly visible—she can do nothing but display 
herself. Within this ideology, women are precluded from utilizing the first type of power because 
“women are their bodies,” which, as Butler notes, “is not the same as ‘existing’ their bodies 
which implies living one’s body as a project and a bearer of created meanings.”65  
Melendez’s gender would seem to sanction his exercise of the first type of power, but the 
social construction of disability enacts a similar tendency to reduce one to one’s body. Just as 
women are rendered almost constantly visible through the emphasis on their bodies, people with 
disabilities are rarely allowed to choose the contexts and terms of visual display. As Rosemarie 
Garland-Thomson argues, they regularly become objects of the normative “stare,” which she 
defines as “an urgent effort to explain the unexpected, to make sense of the unanticipated and 
inexplicable.”66 Yet this fascination with disabled bodies still does not accept them as sites of 
lived significance and “created meanings.”  
While the virtuoso presumably seeks the spotlight, persons with disabilities—especially 
those based in unconcealed physical difference—cannot seem to avoid the “stare” of others in 
any context. However, musical performance can partially disrupt the ideologies that would 
divide such forms of power along neatly gendered or ableist lines while reclaiming the agency 
often denied to people with disabilities. Melendez does not overcome or transcend his body in an 
act of masculine disembodiment, but neither is he reduced to it. Instead, he lives his body, 
publicly undertaking musical labor that enacts both forms of power, acting on others and 
                                                
65 Judith Butler, “Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir's Second Sex,” in “Simone de Beauvoir: Witness to a 
Century,” special edition, Yale French Studies, no. 72 (1986): 43–44. 
 
66 Rosemary Garland-Thomson, “Dares to Stares: Disabled Women Performance Artists and the Dynamics of 
Staring,” in Bodies in Commotion: Disability and Performance, ed. Carrie Sandahl and Philip Auslander (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 30–41. She models this concept on the power dynamics and 
representational practices of the “male gaze” first theorized by Laura Mulvey. See Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16, no. 3 (1975): 6–18. 
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projecting a social identity through his music. Performance allows him to present a view of 
human creative agency and to negotiate the public meaning of his bodily difference. He cannot 
avoid the normative stare of the audience entirely, but he can refocus it.  
Ethnicity and the Likeness-Difference Dynamic 
In many ways, Melendez’s reception seems to have stayed relatively fixed from the start of his 
career. Although he has written new songs and released multiple recordings, audiences still want 
to see the man who plays guitar with his feet so well as to move a Pope. But one aspect that has 
become far more prominent than it was in 1987 is the issue of ethnicity. The concert I attended in 
2014 was put on by the leaders of the Spanish-language youth group of a local Catholic parish. 
When I asked one of the concert organizers why he wanted to bring Melendez to their church, he 
referenced the story of him playing for the Pope, but he also emphasized how important it was 
for Melendez to perform at an event that was first and foremost for the Spanish-speaking youth. 
It’s easy, the organizer told me, for the youth to feel like they are always off to the side of 
everything that happens in their broader community and even in their church. Melendez’s 
personal narrative—moving to the United States from Nicaragua as a child, acquiring skill as a 
musician, and eventually playing for the Pope—makes him a particularly potent model of agency 
for the youth who were given the best seats in the large sanctuary.  
For those in attendance, Latino identity was clearly based on shared language and a tie to 
a homeland in Latin America. Prior to the concert, one of the youth organizers called out the 
names of countries in South and Central America as people from those countries cheered to 
identify themselves. In this context, the overcoming narrative common to much of Melendez’s 
reception took on new significance. The tickets to the event prominently featured the quote “no 
me digas que no puedes”—don’t tell me that you can’t—and early on in the concert, Melendez 
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himself led a chant of “si yo peudo!”—“Yes I can!” Because, as David Mitchel and Sharon 
Snyder point out, disability so often serves as “the master trope of human disqualification,” the 
overcoming narrative becomes its mirror image as the master trope of human accomplishment.67 
Melendez’s refusal to accept the social construction of his body as a fixed, wholly natural site of 
absence is a powerful performance of agency that maps onto other identities—of the first or 
second generation immigrant, of those for whom English is not their first language—that might 
be used to disempower them within the U.S.  
This is not to say that shared religious affiliation or ethnic identity are the only avenues to 
recognizing and valuing Melendez’s skill. They are powerful ingredients when present, but on a 
more basic level, in order for virtuosity to be meaningful audiences must find in the performing 
persona a balance between likeness and difference. The performer must be similar enough that 
an audience member can relate to him or her; total otherness would be unintelligible. Religion 
and ethnicity can be grounds for empathy, but if nothing else, the performer must be perceived as 
a legitimate fellow subject in order for their display of skill to be moving. On the other side, the 
virtuoso persona must also display some form of otherness. This often takes the form of skill 
itself, but it can also be augmented through other forms of identity, as seen in Melendez’s case.  
The likeness-difference dynamic might depend upon comparisons to other musicians, but 
the most central comparison—and one rarely made explicitly—is with one’s own experience of 
embodied subjectivity. As Schutz and Luckman argue:  
Whatever else he may be, in my reach the Other person is a body that I can perceive like 
other objects in my surrounding world. I experience the Other immediately, in his 
corporeality. The experience of the Other rests on the perception of the typical shape of a 
body, but it is not exhausted by that. The body I perceive refers to something I cannot 
perceive, but which I “know” is co-present: an inwardness. In the perceptual kernel of 
                                                
67 David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 3. 
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experience, the other person is given to me from outside, but not simply as a mere 
outside; in complete experience his inwardness is co-given to me. The Other person, 
whose body I perceive in experience, is from the first “like me.”68 
 
This is another example of apperception. I directly perceive another body, but the understanding 
of that body precisely as another embodied subject is based on an “apperceptive transfer” of my 
own sense of my embodied subjectivity.69  
From the critical perspective of disability studies, the problem of intersubjectivity is that 
it is based on a presumed likeness. I encounter the other as another subject—always, 
inevitably—“like me.” Many phenomenologists speak of this a result of our shared embodiment 
irrespective of contingent differences in embodied experience, but the criteria by which people 
determine the degree of divergence allowable in order to still be “like me” varies widely. Thus 
while a fundamental intersubjectivity might be constituted on the basic facts of embodiment and 
experience, the layers of sedimented experience—the subject of generative phenomenology—
shape the specifics of this intersubjectivity in powerful ways.70 Especially when working from a 
position of privilege and concomitant power in relation to others, gender or race alone can be 
enough to reduce this sense of intersubjectivity within a patriarchal or racist society. What 
virtuosity shares with the “freak show” practices, as Straus outlined earlier, is that both maintain 
                                                
68 Alfred Schutz and Thomas Luckman, The Structures of the Life-world, vol. 2 (Northwestern University Press, 
1989), 110–11. 
69 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology, trans. Dorion Cairns (The Hague, 
NLD: M. Nijhoff, 1960), 110. 
70 As Anthony Steinbock writes, “Assuming that Einfühlung [empathy] functions by means of a positional 
presentation and a quasi-positional imagination, through which a passive analogizing transference of sense takes 
place constituting the sense ‘lived-body’ and ‘psychic life’ of the other—all on the basis of the originary givenness 
of another physical-body—one would be hard pressed to see how Einfühlung could function across gender lines, 
between radically different cultures, between adults and children, among children at different stages, let alone 
between human beings and animals.” The constitution of intersubjectivity in such cases, according to Steinbock, 
depends upon the generative—and thus highly contingent—aspects of our experience rather than static structures of 
embodied consciousness. See Anthony J. Steinbock, “Generativity and the Scope of Generative Phenomenology,” in 
The New Husserl: A Critical Reader, ed. Donn Welton (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 310. 
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this tension between likeness and difference, never fully resolving one into the other. For the 
most calloused observers, the different bodies presented on stage or via media might represent 
only an external object rather than a lived body. For others, however, much of the fascination 
stems from finding intersubjectivity—someone “like me” in some way or another, whose 
difference can be mapped onto my own particular difference—where the presence of radical 
bodily difference might otherwise lead them to dismiss or diminish such intersubjective 
connections.  
Kaki King, Normativity, and Necessity 
Aside from the instrument she plays, Kaki King might seem to have little in common with Tony 
Melendez. She plays a technically-oriented solo-guitar style sometimes referred to as 
“contemporary finger style,” fingerpicking with her right hand on occasion but also setting the 
strings in sonic motion through a variety of strategies, including two-hand tapping and 
percussive techniques. King’s rise to musical fame was less immediate than Melendez’s, but she 
likewise gained a high-profile recognition that has served as a touchstone: in 2007, King was the 
only woman named in Rolling Stone’s list of “the new guitar gods.” David Fricke wrote: “King 
is a genre unto herself, punctuating her acoustic fingerpicking with fret-hammering and slap-bass 
funk—a gripping hybrid of Michael Hedges, Eddie Van Halen and Bootsy Collins.”71  
These three names triangulate an odd range of influence. Hedges was a guitarist and 
composer widely credited as the pioneer of the extended-technique driven style of acoustic guitar 
playing that Kevin Dawe dubbed “the new acoustic movement.”72 The other two musicians that 
Fricke mentions are a prominent metal guitarist known for his tapping and a pioneering bassist 
                                                
71 David Fricke, “The New Guitar Gods,” Rolling Stone 1020 (February 22, 2007): 44.  
72 Kevin Dawe, The New Guitarscape in Critical Theory, Cultural Practice and Musical Performance (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2010), 69. 
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for James Brown and Parliament-Funkadelic. King says that, although she has great respect for 
Van Halen and Collins, a combination of them would produce a “funk-metal-shredder-
bastard.”73 King notes that she was not interviewed for the article and sometimes enjoys making 
fun of it, but being the only woman granted status as a “guitar god” from a prominent publication 
has provided a compelling biographical bullet point and quick proof of her relevance. Outside of 
Rolling Stone, other writers have picked up on this angle. The Denver, CO alternative weekly 
newspaper Westword advertised a 2008 appearance by recalling that King was on her way to 
becoming “that rarest of birds: a female guitar virtuoso.”74 
King and Melendez share more than it might seem. With King, just as with Melendez, 
audiences are keenly aware that she does not possess the guitar’s “standard performance body.” 
Although she is able-bodied and thus normative in that respect, articles and interviews regularly 
emphasize her gender and her short stature as ostensibly surprising qualities for such an 
accomplished musician.75 Like Melendez, she can be presented as a rarity, perhaps even as a 
singular musical talent, as Fricke’s “genre unto herself” designation indicates. King’s gender and 
height thus serve as forms of bodily difference that mark her in comparison to the normative 
model of the masculine, tall, and athletically able-bodied guitar virtuoso, much as Melendez’s 
disability marks him. However, gender and disability relate to guitar-playing in different ways.  
The fact that Melendez does not have arms is materially substantial to the pursuit, as the 
guitar is designed for manual control. King’s gender, on the other hand, seems to have no direct 
                                                
73 Kaki King, “Kaki King - Guitar God/Guitar Warrior Princess Banter + Magazine [Acoustic],” YouTube Video 
10:17, posted by “winkedinkie” March 13, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GLrNs8F_q2w. 
74 Although the idiom “a rare bird” does not necessarily have sexist connotations, its usage here might remind some 
that “bird” has occasionally been used as slang for a woman, and it seems to carry connotations of exotic allure. 
Michael Roberts, “Kaki King,” Westword, Denver, CO, October 16, 2008, http://www.westword.com/music/kaki-
king-5101167. 
75 Despite this focus on difference, very few articles mention that King is openly lesbian, except for those 
specifically intended for an LGBTQ readership.  
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bearing on guitar-playing; there is no further accommodation based on her physical difference.76 
Yet guitar-playing is still culturally defined as a quintessentially male pursuit, and the 
arbitrariness of its gendered meanings contrasts with the real exclusions that can arise through 
male homosocial networks of musicians. Furthermore, gender supposedly “ceases to matter” 
only whenever non-normative gender identities appear.77 Otherwise, the highly masculinized 
attitudes towards guitar playing function in the background, unmarked. Just as Melendez’s 
disability highlights assumptions of about bodily capacity that might otherwise go unnoticed, 
King’s gender and stature bring to the fore the continued prominence of a particular form of 
unmarked masculinity within much guitaristic display.  
In addition to the gendered norms of performance, King notes that much of the musical 
world is a decidedly homosocial space: “This is a boys’ club…You’re like the lone female a lot 
of times when you’re doing this job…I feel like when people go, ‘She’s a great female guitarist,’ 
it’s like, ‘oh, she’s really good for a girl.’ When there’s too much emphasis on me being a girl, 
I’m like, who cares? Yeah, I’m a girl. Ok, cool. We’ve established that.”78 Her comment conveys 
understandable annoyance but also a certain balance in her attitude. When tokenized or faced 
with the backhanded compliment of being “good for a girl,” King avoids declaring all aspects of 
identity irrelevant, instead saying she objects to people placing “too much” emphasis on her 
gender. The implicit point is that she need not obscure her gender to claim legitimate skill.79  
                                                
76 Other guitarists have noted that many of the large-bodied, heavy guitars available on the market are best-suited to 
those who are athletic and relatively tall.  
77 Because guitar-players often begin as “self-taught” amateurs who learn a great deal about their instrument within 
male homosocial networks, women may be disadvantaged insofar as they cannot gain entry to these social worlds.  
78 Elizabeth Raftery, “Kaki King’s Dream World,” Blast Magazine, April 1, 2008, 
http://blastmagazine.com/2008/04/01/kaki-kings-dream-world/. Although there are many accomplished women 
guitarists, the sub-genre in which King most often participates is indeed populated almost solely by men. 
79 As musicologist Will Cheng notes in the context of American electoral politics, pursuing meritocracy as an ideal 
often comes at the cost of “the myriad aspects that make living matter—identity, love, diversity, and the 
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Like Melendez, King also seems to ascribe to the idea that everyone has a niche. When 
asked if she minds “always being qualified one way or another”—for an interview that itself 
dubbed her a “lesbian guitar goddess”—she responded similarly to Melendez: “I’ve seen it 
happen to everyone. Everyone gets…there’s nothing unique about my situation.”80 While King’s 
stage banter has at times included caustic remarks about being the token “girl” for Rolling Stone, 
she also jokes that she would be much happier to be known as a “guitar warrior princess.”81  
The distinction between impairment and disability invoked within disability studies is 
modeled after the distinction between sex and gender drawn—and troubled—in feminist and 
gender studies.82 Yet this distinction can be useful for understanding how gender inflects 
audience experiences of King’s skill. Sex, understood as “chromosomal, anatomical, and 
physiological characteristics that mark the body as male, female, or intersex” has little bearing on 
guitar playing. But gender—those “contingent norms of appearance, bodily comportment, 
behavior, and desire”—is quite salient, as many aspects of guitar-playing are coded as 
masculine.83 And in practice, the difference between these terms becomes blurred, as gender is 
treated as something that King has overcome in the eyes of her audience, exactly as if it were a 
disability.  
                                                                                                                                                       
idiosyncrasies that truly make all the difference in the world.” See Will Cheng, “Meritocracy’s Darker Notes,” 
Huffington Post, May 22, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/william-cheng/meritocracys-darker-
notes_b_7423774.html.  
80 Kaki King, “Kaki King on Buttsex, Burgers and Condoleeza Rice,” YouTube Video, 9:24, posted by 
“TheNewGayTv’s Channel,” April 30, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4b9vjxB3K7I. 
81 Kaki King, “Kaki King - Guitar God/Guitar Warrior Princess Banter + Magazine [Acoustic],” YouTube Video, 
10:17, posted by “winkedinkie,” March 13, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GLrNs8F_q2w. 
82 Kim Q. Hall, “Gender,” in Adams, Reiss, and Serlin, Keywords for Disability Studies, 89. 
83 Ibid. 
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The interplay of gender and technological accommodation can be seen in “The Surface 
Changes,” a single from King’s latest album The Neck is a Bridge to the Body. In live 
performance and the many YouTube videos, the songs from this album accompany a visual show 
in which images are projected precisely onto her white guitar. King likewise dresses in white and 
wears large sunglasses, remaining completely stoic. Her only movements are those necessary for 
guitar-playing, and the effect is simultaneously to allow the audience to focus on the images 
while drawing attention to her carefully controlled movements. Such stoic self-presentation 
ultimately emphasizes “the power to act directly on others” over “the power to define oneself in 
such a way as to convince others how they should act toward you.”84 Or rather, the second type 
of power is accomplished entirely through the actions of the first. This is significant considering 
that the power to act directly on others and the external world is regularly masculinized, while 
the power of self-presentation is widely feminized.85 By refusing to emote or indeed to do 
anything with her body beyond the necessary movements of her hands and fingers, King 
emphasizes her ability to act directly on the guitar and, by extension, the listener. 
For “The Surface Changes,” King tunes her guitar to an E-flat-minor chord: E♭, B♭, E♭, 
G♭, B♭, E♭, from bottom to top. The string-height is set low enough to accommodate a great deal 
of two-hand tapping—setting the string in motion without plucking it, but simply by 
“hammering-on” with the fingers of both left and right hands. This is how she plays the entirety 
of the first 16 bars, meaning her right hand does nothing until she begins the percussive playing 
over the same initial riff. She processes her guitar signal with an echo effect that especially alters 
                                                
84 Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value, 104. 
85 This gendering of different forms of power is itself so powerful that it can shape self-perception. Psychologist 
Ellyn Kaschak found that men and women attend to precisely these aspects when watching videos of themselves: 
“men see themselves in relation to the task at hand, the women as they appear performing that task.” See Ellyn 
Kaschak, Engendered Lives: A New Psychology of Women’s Experience (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 106. 
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the hard percussive backbeat, extending it out to 3 additional attacks, which provides a series of 
steadily decaying eighth-notes following the firm accents on beats 2 and 4 (Figure 3). 
The sparse two-voice texture that begins “The Surface Changes,” might not seem 
impressive, but like Melendez, the appreciation of her skill depends upon a partial awareness of 
how she produces these sounds. Although the piece ends by accelerating into a climactic finish, 
YouTube comments about her amazing “use of the guitar as a percussive instrument as well as 
the harmonic tapping” clearly reference the first half of the song.86 Understanding this as the 
work of an individual body is central as well. King’s combination of techniques of tapping and 
playing percussion at the same time is what makes this impressive. The video platform of 
YouTube provides a way to visually grasp the basics of King’s approach even as the video’s 
graphics draws attention to the images projected onto her guitar. 
The technological accommodation employed by King is more extensive than that utilized 
by Tony Melendez, whose only alteration to his instrument beyond the tuning was the addition of 
a pickguard on the upper bout of the guitar where his right heel rests. Yet whereas audiences tend 
to assume that Melendez’s physicality dictates his technique and his aesthetic, they tend to 
assume that King uses technology to dutifully execute the aesthetic demands of her music. The 
truth for both lies in between. 
                                                
86 Kaki King, “The Surface Changes” YouTube video, 3:34, posted by “Kaki King,” May 19, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziPD16xCBBg. 
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Figure 3: “The Surface Changes” Opening 
 
King speaks of her approach to the guitar as aesthetically utilitarian:  
I am always taking out new sounds, and I am always taking out new technique and ideas, 
but they’re always a means to an end. Let’s face it, I could be hung upside down and play 
guitar. You know, there are all kinds of tricks that are out there, but they’re not artistic 
and they’re not beautiful. They’re not moving.87 
 
By distancing herself from inartistic tricks, King implies that her aesthetics necessitate her 
technical choices. Within the conditions of solo acoustic guitar-playing, her techniques do arise 
as a necessary means to an end, yet there is an element of arbitrariness to those conditions. There 
are certainly economic motivations for pursuing solo performance as King does; a single body 
                                                
87 Kaki King and Brooke Baldwin, “Tapping the Guitar with Kaki King,” YouTube video, 4:02, posted by “CNN,” 
December 26, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQdPUekEeyY. 
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makes the logistics of scheduling and turning a profit easier than it would be with a large band. 
But if economic reasoning can explain why King elects not to have a percussionist or second 
guitarist ease the load of her musical labor, she could ultimately achieve very similar if not 
identical musical outcomes with the use of another relatively simple and affordable technology 
in the form of a digital looping pedal—outsourcing some of the labor to her feet. This is not 
necessarily a question of aesthetics. The layered percussion and repeated riff that make up much 
of “The Surface Changes” actually sound somewhat similar to some performances of guitarists 
like Howie Day or Phil Keaggy who layer multiple live tracks with the aid of such a looper. 
Indeed, the delay pedal already in use on “The Surface Changes” has a mode that could facilitate 
this. So, if there are other, less demanding ways to produce the sounds that comprise “The 
Surface Changes” that might be just as aesthetically pleasing as the means she employs, why not 
make use of them? King notes in another interview that the guitar produces limits that she 
appreciates: 
As a player, I can tell you that guitar is painful. You have to stretch your hands in very 
bizarre ways. I’m often frustrated by what I can’t do. Like, ‘I wish I could hit that note up 
there, but it’s impossible if I want to hold these bass notes down.’ I have my workarounds 
that look pretty crazy, but the guitar has this magical way of saying, ‘You’re not going to 
be able to do much, but with the options I’ve given you, with this tuning, this concept or 
whatever you’re into, you’re going to make something that is infinitely interesting.’ I like 
the fact that the guitar is a self-limiting system.88 
 
The point is that “necessity” only becomes necessity within the mutable constraints of the 
instrument or instruments used. She has clear aesthetic ideas and approaches to composition, but 
choosing the best route for carrying those out goes beyond the aesthetic to include the ethical. 
The action is aesthetically effective, but it is also understood in some way to be good, a 
commendable use of human creative energy. There is always some arbitrariness in musicians 
                                                
88 Kaki King, interview with Matt Conner, February 1, 2016, http://stereosubversion.com/interviews/kaki-king. 
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choosing to stop seeking technological accommodations and instead requiring creative effort 
from their bodies, and this is especially true of guitarists, who regularly modify their instruments 
either directly or through electronic effects. 
While the discourse of virtuosity often centers on the transcendence of all limits, it is the 
very fact that technologies and performing bodies still have limits that provides the horizon for 
their display of skill. For those like Melendez, whose bodily difference requires some non-
normative approach to the instrument, what could be seen as potentially unnecessary spectacle 
becomes the musician’s basic way of interacting with the instrument. King rightly points out that 
her normative body would make many approaches un-aesthetic or even anti-aesthetic tricks. But 
both choose their accommodations to match their musical goals. 
The Logic of Limits and Interplay Between Dynamics of Virtuosity 
The primary issue in considering King and Melendez as virtuosic is not how they measure in 
comparison to a perfect ideal or even to similar musicians, but how skill becomes apparent 
through their mediatized performances. For Melendez, virtuosic performance can serve as a tool 
to convert the potentially negative stigma of disability—the absence of arms—into positive 
cultural capital: the presence of skill. Unlike the representational practices that code disability as 
passivity or absence, performed virtuosity allows him to exercise more control over his 
representation. King likewise uses the guitar as an adaptive technology both to enable and 
constrain her body; limits and accommodations are matched not as opposites but as necessary 
partners. Both exercise their musical agency not as entirely free and unfettered but as the ability 
to undertake and partially determine the extent of their creative labor.  
Furthermore, both musicians clearly depend upon a certain degree of amazement from 
their audiences while also wanting them to go beyond that reaction. King is more likely to 
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describe her music as art; Melendez often works to convey religious sentiment through his 
music, although he also speaks more generally about people enjoying it. Their examples show 
how musicians and audiences value musical labor in ways that include but ultimately overflow 
the category of the aesthetic. For while listeners clearly do care about the aesthetics of musical 
sound, the audiences for Melendez and King also care about its production via the interaction of 
laboring bodies and instrumental technologies. The performances of Melendez and King 
emphasize how virtuosity is constructed within social, embodied worlds that depend upon the 
very limits they seem to push against.  
Finally, Melendez and King demonstrate how the body-technology dynamic interacts 
with the sameness-difference dynamic. Disability seems to enter into the body-technology 
dynamic directly; the presence of impairment calls into question the basic assumptions about the 
dynamic embedded in the idea of the “standard performance body.” Accommodation is always 
present, but physical impairment often changes how the instrument accommodates a particular 
body. Gender (in the case of King) and ethnicity (for Melendez), on the other hand, do not have 
such a clear relation to the body-technology dynamic, yet they remain relevant. For many, the 
display of skill by someone with whom they can identify in terms of gender or ethnicity is 
particularly meaningful, especially when those aspects of identity are marginalized, constructed 
as things that must be overcome.
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CHAPTER 3: DOWNHOME VIRTUOSITY ON RURAL VARIETY RADIO1 
 
 
If you lived in central North America during the 1930s—and had a decent radio—odds 
were good that you could pick up station WLS-Chicago.2 If you were a fan of what at that time 
was often called “hillbilly” music, odds were even better that you wanted to pick up WLS.3 On a 
July evening in 1931, adjusting your set to avoid the static, you might have found the perfect 
spot on the dial just in time to hear a man’s voice shout: “Look, Rosie! Watch ole Gene cuttin up 
on the banjer!” With that prompting, Gene Ruppe—banjo player and fiddler for the Cumberland 
Ridge Runners—launched into a performance of the folksong “Ida Red.” Ruppe’s performance 
has not been preserved, but his rendition apparently did not fail to impress. Its quality had 
actually been pre-determined, as the script called for the MC to follow Ruppe’s rendition of “Ida 
Red” by declaring his admiration for Ruppe’s playing: 
I’d give a hoss if I could play a banjer like that. Gene orter be good, though. He’s bin 
follerin banjer pickin ever since he wuz knee high to a duck. You orter see a home made 
banjer he’s got over at his house. Yeah, made it all hisself…4 
                                                
1 Portions of this chapter are based on work that appeared in Mark Katz and David VanderHamm, “Preserving 
Heritage, Fostering Change: Accidental Archives of Country Music and Hip-Hop,” The Public Historian 37, no. 4 
(November 2015): 32–46. Used with permission. 
2 Although technically a regional station—meaning most of its programming was produced at the station and not 
broadcast over a network—WLS’s designation as “clear channel” meant that no other station in North America 
could broadcast on its frequency. WLS also broadcast with a 50,000-watt signal, the most powerful allowed at the 
time. See Chad Berry, “Introduction: Assessing the National Barn Dance,” in The Hayloft Gang: The Story of the 
National Barn Dance, ed. Chad Berry (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008), 5.  
3 WLS was considered “a towering presence in the emerging commercial field of country music” broadcasting. See 
Paul L. Tyler, “The Rise of Rural Rhythm,” in Berry, The Hayloft Gang, 21.  
4 “Sundown Serenade—no. 2,” July 18, 1931, John Lair Papers, Box 31, Berea College Special Collections & 
Archives, Berea, KY. These idiosyncratic spellings, including any errors, are reproduced exactly from the scripts. I 
follow this practice throughout when a written source is available, but I do not try to match the level of dialect when 
transcribing dialogue from recordings. The purpose of dialect in these scripts will be discussed in more detail below. 
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This excerpt comes from a type of program that I call rural variety radio—a form of 
broadcast entertainment that began in the 1920s and became the primary home of early country 
music throughout the 1930s. On rural variety radio programs, it was common for the MC’s 
ongoing patter to contribute to a vernacular discourse on skill, much as he does in the above 
example.5 Indeed, one remarkable feature of both introductory comments and subsequent 
responses to performances is that they tend to emphasize the display of skill in the act of 
production (e.g. “He really irritates that fiddle”), whereas direct evaluations of music as an 
aesthetic product (e.g. “That was mighty pretty”) are slightly less common.6 Because of the 
nature of live radio, it is impossible to quantify precisely how often such comments occurred. 
Few programs were ever heard after their initial broadcast, and only a limited historical record 
survives. Some degree of praise or promotion or skill, however, can be found in virtually every 
extant recording or script.  
Even if we notice how regularly skill is discussed on these programs, it might be temping 
to interpret these ubiquitous comments about skill as primarily—or ultimately—aesthetic. When 
an announcer says after a performance, “That was our trio, and they sure did a mighty nice job 
on that song, too,” is he really discussing skill, or is he simply using skill as a more concrete way 
to express aesthetic appreciation?7 My argument is that both meanings are intended. Clearly 
                                                
5 I use “rural variety radio” as the most encompassing and inclusive description of these types of programs. As I 
discuss below, the Saturday night barn dance was the most popular and widespread form of rural variety radio 
program, but there were many other names for these Saturday night programs, as well as programs that happened at 
other times throughout the day with slightly different formats. This did not stop stations and audiences from using 
“barn dance” almost as a genre designation, as musicians were referred to as “barn dance performers” even when 
performing in live events or on other programs.  
6 Pinex Merry-Makers, c. 1938, John Lair Papers, JL DT 001-A, tracks 18 and 5, Berea College Special Collections 
& Archives, Berea, KY.  
7 Renfro Valley Barn Dance, November 12, 1937, John Lair Papers, Box 34, Berea College Special Collections & 
Archives, Berea, KY. The exception to this regular commentary on skill is on programs—usually broadcast in the 
morning—that feature only a few musicians, or where the host is the primary performer. The generally humble 
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there is an appreciation for the sound involved, but when an MC exclaims, “Them boys kin shore 
tromp on the strings,” this is more than a stylized statement of the opinion, “That sounded 
good.”8 The fact that much of the vernacular language surrounding these radio performances 
consists of direct assessments and descriptions of skill suggests that those involved value the 
ends as well as the means. They value both sides of process-product dynamic, attending to the 
skill displayed in performance as well as the aesthetic outcomes of skill’s application.  
By guiding listener attention and providing narrative framing, comments like those 
quoted above contributed to the construction of what I call downhome virtuosity. The phrase 
“downhome” is meant to encompass a complex of valual qualities that characterizes the 
presentation of skill on these programs. Virtuosity is made downhome through the humble 
personae of the performers, the rural/southern presentation of the music and the musicians, the 
nostalgic elements of that presentation, and the domestic setting towards which they were 
geared. Downhome virtuosity provides a powerful example of the social construction of 
virtuosity, as well as a key part of the history of skillful display in American vernacular and 
popular music. 
Although programs occasionally proclaimed their own simplicity, downhome virtuosity 
is a nuanced and complex phenomenon. There are four main themes, the general contours of 
which are present in the opening example: 
Hard Work – The example above presents skill as the product of hard work and 
extended dedication to musical practice, yet in other instances these programs also 
suggest that the skill they present is in some way essentially rural or southern, such that it 
is only available to those who can plausibly claim this background. 
 
                                                                                                                                                       
demeanor expected from these musicians meant that they did not comment on their own skill, opting instead to 
allow the MC to offer such comments.  
8 Poultry Service Time, February 11, 1933, John Lair Papers, Box 32, Berea College Special Collections & 
Archives, Berea, KY.  
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Humor – The display of skill is often paired with or even undercut by humor. Cross is 
said to be “cutting up,” a phrase that generally implies acting (or over-acting) like “a 
joker,” but his display is also clearly received as impressive. This in large part is what 
distinguishes downhome virtuosity from the more “poker-faced” and “workmanlike” 
presentation of later bluegrass bands.9 
 
Old Songs and Old Instruments – A musician’s rural identity is often vouchsafed by 
the music’s claimed origins or qualities (as sweet, old, or downhome). When the music is 
more contemporary—as we shall see, these variety shows were true to their name in the 
breadth of musical styles they presented—the rustic nature of the instrument used can 
guarantee the musician’s authenticity. Or, as in the case of the performance of an 
accepted folksong like “Ida Red,” the description of a character’s home-made banjo can 
further intensify the perceived authenticity of the old song. 
 
Sensitivity to Musical and Narrative Context – Radio programmers—and judging from 
the few extant recordings, the musicians too—were deeply sensitive to context on 
multiple levels. This includes the dramatic narrative in which the music was embedded, 
which was itself often crafted around the advertising pitch for the products that sponsored 
the majority of rural variety radio. Programmers were also extremely conscious of the 
domestic context into which these programs were broadcast.  
 
Downhome virtuosity was rarely an overwhelming display intended to fix attention solely 
on skill. Because it was interwoven into variety programs that consisted of a mix of nostalgic and 
sentimental songs, comedy acts, fiddle tunes, folksy dialogue, and integrated advertisements, 
skill was just as likely to be used to provide the background for other important elements as to be 
made into a matter of value itself. But downhome virtuosity remains at the nexus of diverse 
aesthetic, ethical, and economic values. Listeners, programmers, and performers participated in 
the construction of this virtuosity that reflected their values and how those values formed their 
identities. Beyond simply expressing beliefs or ideas about value, downhome virtuosity on rural 
variety radio provided an avenue for displaying and experiencing those values.  
                                                
9 Thomas Adler, “Is There a Link between Bluegrass Music and Sexuality?” in The Bluegrass Reader, ed. Thomas 
Goldsmith (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004), 290. 
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Locating Downhome Virtuosity 
The majority of the sources I utilize in this chapter are found in the papers of John Lair, a 
Kentucky-born radio programmer, talent manager, and collector of songs who began his career at 
WLS-Chicago before moving to WLW-Cincinnati and eventually WHAS-Louisville. As 
previously noted, the majority of the programs created by Lair are no longer extant because of 
the nature of live radio broadcast. The most abundant sources are typed scripts, although it is 
difficult to tell how closely they were followed. Some scripts do not include song names, and 
some song names are so generic (e.g. “Alpine Yodel”) that they are nearly impossible to identify. 
A few others may have been unused drafts, as they carry no program name or date. Materials 
from the earliest years of these radio programs are even more scarce, so my primary focus will 
be on the 1930s, when record sales declined because of the depression, and rural variety radio 
became the unquestioned center of early country music. 
Though small in number compared to the scripts, a sonic record of these performances 
exists in the form of electronic transcription discs made primarily for immediate broadcast or for 
review by the advertisers and other sponsors who funded the programs. Typically 16 inches in 
diameter, played at 33⅓ rpm, and holding as much as 15–20 minutes of sound per side, 
transcription discs were rather unlike the 78-rpm records listeners enjoyed at home, whose 
smaller size (10 or 12 inches) and faster rotating speed meant that each side could hold no more 
than about 4½ minutes of sound. More fragile than their commercially produced brethren, they 
wore quickly, their softer material yielding relatively few plays before the sound quality 
deteriorated. These discs, often discarded once their purpose was served, were never meant to be 
preserved for posterity, but they tell us a great deal about the construction of downhome 
virtuosity. 
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John Lair is best remembered today for his creation of the Renfro Valley Barn Dance, a 
program based on a mythologized version of his childhood home in Rockcastle County, 
Kentucky. Lair had a flair for the imaginative that fit well with radio; he began basing program 
narratives around this romanticized home in some of his earliest scripts written for WLS in the 
early 1930s. In 1939, Lair took his vision a step further when he erected a giant barn, built a 
stage, and moved his childhood schoolhouse to the site, creating what has been described as “the 
first country music auto-tourism site.”10 My focus here is on the earlier years of his career, when 
Lair was a program creator and head of the music department at WLS when that station’s 
National Barn Dance was the most popular home of early country music on the radio. While 
Lair’s programs are distinct in some ways—especially in his tendency to make each program 
into a rural melodrama set in his own childhood memories—their way of presenting and framing 
skill was common.  
Because I approach the issue of downhome virtuosity through the materials of a radio 
broadcaster and program creator, this chapter discusses a wide range of musicians, from well-
known stars to more obscure performers. Their perspectives and performances are considered 
whenever available, but Lair’s framing of them and surviving sources on audience reception 
become at least as important as the performers’ exploits in the construction of downhome 
virtuosity. As I have argued, understandings of skill vary widely, so whether or not a program or 
performance is appreciated in terms of virtuosity is to a large extent dependent upon its mode of 
presentation and the ways in which it crafts a narrative for listeners. Although listeners likely 
attended to skill in situations in which it was not so overtly described as it is in the materials I 
quote, these scripts and letters are important resources for understanding the discourses of skill 
                                                
10 Michael Ann Williams and Larry Morrisey, “Constructions of Tradition: Vernacular Architecture, Country Music, 
and Auto-Ethnography,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 8 (2000): 161–75. 
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and the practices of perception and presentation which structure the experience. As noted in 
Chapter 1, historical phenomenology requires particular attention to the stories that 
contemporaries told themselves about the phenomenon under question and their experience of 
it.11 The evidence we have of listener reaction was that they took these discourses and displays of 
skill seriously—sometimes heartily praising, sometimes vehemently protesting.  
This chapter begins by tracing the musical and social sources of rural variety radio in 
minstrelsy and fiddle contests. I then analyze scripts and programs to describe how regional 
identity and issues of gender shaped the meanings of skill on these programs. In closing, I turn to 
a listener survey of 1937 to demonstrate the role of the virtuoso persona in these programs and 
their negotiation of aesthetic, ethical, and economic value.  
The Barn Dance Format and its Forerunners 
The most prominent type of rural variety radio program was the Saturday night barn dance. This 
format took its name from the social gatherings of rural communities; it featured square-dance 
calls, comedy sketches, advertisements, and friendly conversations between the host and the 
musicians. The first barn dance style program was aired by WBAP in Fort Worth in early 1923, 
but it was the National Barn Dance on WLS-Chicago that would become the most prominent 
show of its type from the late 1920s until World War II. This popularity made it the most widely 
imitated model for the barn dance programs that proliferated across the country during this 
time.12 
                                                
11 Bruce R. Smith, Phenomenal Shakespeare (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 34.  
12 WLS was launched in 1924 by Sears-Roebuck—the call letters stood for Sears’s claim to be the “World’s Largest 
Store.” When the station was sold in 1928, it came under another commercial enterprise, the agricultural magazine 
Prairie Farmer. This solidified the station’s aims to appeal to and serve rural listeners. See James F. Evans, Prairie 
Farmer and WLS: The Burridge D. Butler Years (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1969), 1–10. 
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The producers of the National Barn Dance considered the program from the beginning to 
be “typical Americana.”13 The very first National Barn Dance on April 19, 1924 announced the 
program’s goal “to remind you folks of the good fun and kinship of the barn warmings, the 
husking bees and the square dances in our farm communities of yesteryear and even today.”14 
Although the events referenced here differed in their reasons for socializing—the celebration of a 
newly constructed barn, the husking of corn, a dance social—they all provide images of rural, 
communal gathering and opportunities for music, which the modern marvel of radio brought to 
listeners’ homes. Each of these settings provided the opportunity for nostalgia, either by 
remembering one’s own participation in these activities or by imagining them taking place in an 
idealized, rural setting—“even today.”  
The scenario of the barn dance provided an obvious setting for fiddle-tunes and square 
dance calls on the programs, but it also easily expanded to include any music that could be 
valued as old or rustic in presentation and sentiment, if not in actual origin. The other, mostly 
unacknowledged source of inspiration for these programs—as evidenced in their comedy, 
pacing, and stage banter—was that of vaudeville and minstrel shows, from which they inherited 
forms of staging and marking difference that I discuss below. Rural variety radio was from the 
outset musical, social, and dramatic. It wove together, as Michael Ann Williams puts it, 
“American vernacular music with the traditions of American popular theater,” not simply as 
objects of expressive culture but as social practices.15  
                                                
13 Ibid., 215. 
14 George C. Biggar, “The Early Days of WLS and the National Barn Dance,” Old Time Music 1 (Summer 1971): 
11. 
15 Michael Ann Williams, Staging Tradition: John Lair and Sarah Gertrude Knott (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2006), 8.  
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A multitude of names and genre designations were used by listeners and radio programs 
to describe the music on rural variety radio. The most common large-scale designation used by 
fans and industry insiders alike was “hillbilly,” although the music was also given the less 
pejorative titles of “folk,” “old-time,” or “old familiar music.” Additionally, these programs 
grouped the repertoire they presented based on a song’s lyrical content, social function, regional 
association, and instrumentation. A 1935 songbook from WLS announced its contents as 
“Pioneer Songs, Southern Songs, Cowboy Songs, Fiddle Tunes, Sacred Songs, Mountain 
Songs,” and “Home Songs.” Notes from the early 1930s at WLS-Chicago indicate that the 
internal division of this repertoire was even more extensive.16 Not all of these types of songs 
provided equal opportunity to draw attention to skill, nor were all of them considered appropriate 
vehicles for such display. The huge variety, however, allowed programs to highlight skill at 
times without threatening to overshadow the other aspects of rural variety radio. 
The musical diversity of the National Barn Dance has often been viewed by historians of 
early country music as a cause for suspicion. Respected scholars like Charles K. Wolfe have long 
treated the program as in some way deficient, calling it “‘soft country’—with a lot of vaudeville, 
barbershop quartets, polka bands, and ersatz cowboy songs.”17 Wolfe’s comments are made in 
the context of a retrospective comparison with the “heady mixture of hard-core string bands, 
traditional singers, downhome gospel quartets, and robust banjo players” on WSM-Nashville’s 
own barn dance program, the Grand Ole Opry, which was the most important barn dance after 
World War II. Historically, the Opry—along with the 1927 Bristol sessions that launched the 
recording careers of the Carter Family and Jimmie Rodgers—is inevitably chosen as the more 
                                                
16 See 100 WLS Barn Dance Favorites (Chicago: M.M. Cole, 1935).  
17 Chad Berry, “Introduction: Assessing the National Barn Dance,” in Berry, The Hayloft Gang, 1–4.  
  119 
useful historical foundation for the construction of contemporary notions of the country genre.18 
If the National Barn Dance is given much credit, it is primarily for popularizing a format that the 
Opry would supposedly perfect in a more authentically southern fashion.  
Putting aside for the moment the language used to situate the “soft” National Barn Dance 
as inferior to the “hard-core” and “robust” music of the Opry, Wolfe’s description is accurate. 
WLS’s rural variety radio programs did feature a great deal of vaudeville, barbershop quartets, 
polka, ersatz cowboy songs, and much else beyond these styles that fails to contribute to the 
coherence of a country style, genre, or musical aesthetic. The essential heterogeneity of rural 
variety radio means that a list of styles for any station’s barn dance program and performers—
from WLS, WSM, or elsewhere—cannot possibly capture the totality of the music that they 
featured. Furthermore, this lack of genre specificity was generally viewed by listeners of the time 
as a positive; it was, after all, a variety show. Consistent with my approach to historical 
phenomenology, I will focus on the ways that listeners in the 1930s experienced the National 
Barn Dance and how its mix of styles allowed for the construction of downhome virtuosity. 
Negotiating Radio’s Powers of Transportation 
At the time of its introduction, the radio barn dance was a fairly radical departure from common 
types of radio programming. In the 1920s, radio had been the subject of many civically minded 
and occasionally utopian fantasies, and the public-service aspect of radio took on a particularly 
earnest tone for stations that considered it part of their duty to serve rural and isolated regions. 
Robert Bingham, the original owner of WHAS-Louisville, dreamed of his station reaching to the 
most rural portions of Kentucky and Indiana, “where a man can string an aerial from his cabin to 
                                                
18 Charles K. Wolfe, “The Triumph of the Hills: Country Radio, 1920–1950,” in Country: The Music and Musicians, 
from the Beginnings to the ‘90s, ed. Paul Kingsbury for the Country Music Foundation, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 1994), 50. On the Bristol sessions, see Ted Olson, ed., The Bristol Sessions: Writings About the Big 
Bang of Country Music (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2005). 
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the nearest pine tree, and sitting before a fire, have a pew in church, a seat at the opera, or a desk 
at the university.”19 As with recording technology earlier in the century, radio was directly tied to 
discourses of cultural uplift, and the new correlation of public and private via broadcast media 
was supposed to improve both.  
 This was not an entirely equal meeting, however, as the discourse throughout the 1920s 
clearly privileged the public over the private. As Bingham’s comments show, the goal was to 
transport listeners rather than to bring broadcast content to them. This might strike contemporary 
readers as odd since it seems self-evident that radio waves reach listeners wherever they are, but 
early broadcasters did not conceive of their task as simply bringing a lecture, an opera, or a 
sermon into listeners’ homes. The separateness of the home’s private sphere seemed to require 
that listeners be conceptually removed from that space in order to access the public goods they 
desired. As such, broadcasters like Bingham thought of their work as sonically transporting 
listeners to the institutions or events where these valuable cultural resources existed.  
Barn dance programs and rural variety radio more generally reversed this direction of 
transportation. Instead of attempting to move listeners into the public sphere, rural variety radio 
attempted to meet them where they were, producing entertainment geared toward domestic 
consumption. Radio’s ability to transport and transform experience was still lauded, but stations 
and promotional materials began to emphasize the ways that broadcasts and broadcasters 
themselves entered the homes of listeners. This was especially true of those stations whose 
programming featured a great deal of rural variety radio. The first text of the 1936 WLS Family 
Album mentions “the power and mystery of radio” for bringing broadcasters into the homes of 
listeners as friendly neighbors and domestic visitors:  
                                                
19 Francis M. Nash, Towers over Kentucky: A History of Radio and Television in the Bluegrass State (Lexington, 
KY: Host Communications: 1995), 14.  
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The Prairie Farmer Station comes to you, not as a visiting stranger, but as a neighbor. 
Your hopes and ideals are ours. After ninety-four years of publishing, and eleven years of 
broadcasting, we thrill at the power and mystery of radio by which we come into your 
home as a friend and neighbor. 
 
With each day our task is new, just as your problems are new. We face them together. We 
are proud to have you call us friend.20 
 
 WLS did not abandon narratives of uplift and philanthropic service, but they couched 
these in the language of neighborly visits. In 1938, WLS station manager Burridge D. Butler 
placed a plaque in the WLS headquarters that featured “The WLS Creed,” in which Butler 
declared: 
To me radio is far more than a mere medium of entertainment. It is a God-given instrument 
which makes possible vital economic, education, and inspirational service to the home-
loving men, women and children of America. As long as it is our priviledge [sic] to direct 
the destinies of WLS, we will hold sacred this trust that has been placed in our hands. No 
medium developed by mankind is doing more to broaden the lives of rich and poor alike 
than radio.  
 
When you step up to the microphone never forget this responsibility and that you are 
walking as a guest into all those homes beyond the microphone.21 
 
Listeners adopted much of this language as well, gladly taking on the role of host to the entirety 
of the world. A contest run in the periodical Rural Radio asked listeners to write in with what 
radio meant to them, and virtually all the published responses were variations on this theme: 
We are busy farm folk. You might think us uninformed...isolated...but we’re not! Radio 
makes the whole world our neighbor—brings us “company” every day! Also it is a teacher, 
counselor, forum. Entertainment, information, inspiration, enlightened understanding, 
broadened minds, enriched lives! That’s what RADIO means to us! 
 Mrs. H. H. Golay, R. R. 2, Hopkinsville, KY22 
  
                                                
20 WLS Family Album, 1936, Lair Collection, Box 34, Berea College Special Collections & Archives, Berea, KY.  
21 Image reproduced in Scott Childers, Images of America: Chicago’s WLS Radio (Charleston, SC: Arcadia 
Publishing, 2008), 43. 
22 Mrs. H. H. Golay, “Here are the Winners: ‘What Radio Means to my Family’ Contest,” Rural Radio (May 1938): 
2. 
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 Along with its domestic guise, the medium of radio provided the crucial sense of 
“liveness” that characterized the listening experience.23 While both radio and 78-rpm records 
lacked a visual element, broadcast radio was not a product that one brought home—it was an 
event that one joined from the comfort of that home. Listeners experienced rural variety radio as 
something that was happening, a mediated performance for which they were present. Unlike a 
recording, radio was irrevocably progressing into the future, and could not simply be replayed or 
paused by a listener at will. This sense of live broadcast further facilitated a sense of mediated 
community with both performers and fellow listeners.  
 The implications for downhome virtuosity are numerous. A broadcast gave one the sense 
of hearing music brought into existence as it was executed in real time. If, as I argue, virtuosity is 
about valuing the skill that produces a sound along with the sound itself, then being in the 
presence of both—at least in a sense—is an important factor. Much like downhome virtuosity’s 
vernacular discourse about skill, live radio combined the spectacular with the everyday. It made 
absent bodies seem closer than ever through the temporal immediacy of radio, while famous 
performers became visiting friends for the evening. 
Marking Difference on the Barn Dance 
One of the primary inheritances that barn dance radio received from American popular theater 
traditions—minstrelsy, vaudeville, and medicine shows—was the practice of marking racial, 
regional, and gendered difference. Although much of the music on rural variety radio had 
connections to African American musical traditions, actual racial diversity was rare.24 For John 
                                                
23 On the concept of “liveness,” see Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Routledge, 2008), 1–5.  
24 On the process of dividing music in the south according to race, see Karl Hagstrom Miller, Segregating Sound: 
Inventing Folk and Pop Music in the Age of Jim Crow (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010). DeFord Bailey 
was a popular African American harmonica player, who famously was introduced on WSM-Nashville’s barn dance 
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Lair, black musicians were a fact of southern music’s past, not a relevant part of its present; the 
only role for African American musicians on his programs was thus as half-forgotten 
“originators of folk music.”25 The absence of black musicians facilitated the preferred 
representation of them on these programs as the supposedly happy and docile slaves of the 
antebellum south. On a Civil War themed program intended for broadcast in 1930 or 1931, Lair 
depicted enslaved African Americans as blissfully uninterested in the conflict. At the start of the 
Depression, it is not surprising to hear music promoted as a palliative resource: 
The slaves themselves didn’t take much part in the racket. They wuz busy gittin all the 
enjoyment out of life that they knowed how to. They druther set an lissen to the banjer as 
worry their heads about what was gonna become of em. An you can’t blame em much, 
when this was the kind of banjer picken they was listenin to.26 
 
Lair uses this racial caricature in order to encourage listeners to adopt the supposed 
attitude of the enslaved African Americans—forget your troubles and listen to this fine banjo 
playing! Lair further describes the banjo playing that the program was about to feature as good 
partially because it was supposedly the same as that enjoyed by enslaved African Americans on 
southern plantations. He thereby staked claimed to musical skill through association with black 
musicians from the south while assuaging economic anxiety through caricatures of racial 
difference. The few times that Lair incorporates African Americans into his narratives or music, 
they serve as markers of a nostalgic, authentic southern past that remains nonetheless 
overwhelmingly white. Kristine McCusker has pointed out that the exclusion of African 
Americans and Jews from The National Barn Dance is even more striking when compared to the 
                                                                                                                                                       
program when it was given its lasting name—The Grand Ole Opry. See Bill C. Malone and Jocelyn Neal, Country 
Music, U.S.A., 3rd rev. ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010), 75.  
25 See Kristine M. McCusker, Lonesome Cowgirls and Honkey-Tonk Angels: The Women of Barn Dance Radio 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008), 32.  
26 Untitled Script, quoted in Ibid. 
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ways that “ethnic whites—German, Swedish, or Irish—stood on stage next to southern and 
midwestern characters,” establishing and performing a whiteness that the fixed signifier of the 
black minstrel-caricature spiced with authentic naturalness. As Diane Pecknold argues, country 
music’s whiteness was “not merely a cultural reflection of a preexisting racial identity” but “one 
of the processes by which race [was] constituted.”27 
Regional and ethnic difference was also carefully marked through the dialect in which 
these scripts were written. John Lair was a Kentuckian quite familiar with accents from his 
region, but the dialect used in a majority of these scripts also seems indebted to the 
representations of dialect developed by local color writers. Although many programs were not 
recorded, a survey of all the Lair recordings suggests that the people on these programs, 
including Lair himself, almost never spoke as the printed words would indicate. Lair had a rather 
mild accent—one listener from Illinois wrote approvingly of his pleasant “drawl” that allowed 
him to deliver “any kind of ad. painlessly”—and he was quite effective at written 
communication, as his many letters indicate.28 In fact, looking at the printed scripts, it appears 
that maintaining such exaggerated dialect was a matter of some effort. In several hand-written 
sections of the scripts, likely hurriedly scribbled down before broadcast, the dialect diminishes to 
a far more understated alteration of certain vowels and the dropping of the final consonant from 
any ‘ing’ constructions. 
In some ways, the language played into negative stereotypes about white southerners in 
the same way that minstrel dialect perpetuated caricatures of African Americans. As historian 
Karen L. Cox has noted, the use of dialect in both minstrelsy and hillbilly radio “allowed many 
                                                
27 Diane Pecknold, Hidden in the Mix: the African American Presence in Country Music (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2013), 2.  
28 Unsigned letter to John Lair, October 6, 1935, John Lair Papers, Box 70, Berea College Special Collections & 
Archives, Berea, KY. 
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white listeners…to privately identify with the trials and tribulations of those characters while 
also feeling a sense of racial, class, and regional superiority.”29 There is a great deal of overlap in 
how these dialects were written, but unlike minstrelsy—where performers played up the dialect 
in ways that matched the printed word, if not exceeding it—the performance of dialect on these 
programs is more restrained than the printed word would indicate. Also, unlike the works of 
local color writers or printed minstrel songs, these scripts were never intended to be seen by 
anyone except the performers. This is especially striking given the fact that although some of the 
words are spelled so as to suggest a southern or rural accent, others—like “frum,” “bin,” or 
“wuz”—produce little noticeable difference in pronunciation. The very spelling of these scripts 
helps construct a rural identity on these programs, and it seems that their purpose was to remind 
those reading the scripts that their personae—whether Appalachian, southern, western, 
midwestern, or ambiguously rural—were marked (and often marginalized) identities. Given that 
many of the altered spellings would have minimal impact on the actual sound of the words, it is 
hard to imagine any other reason for them.  
Unlike African Americans, who served as markers of the past and a structuring 
contemporary absence, women were central to these programs. Rural variety radio had inherited 
from vaudeville the assumption “that women needed to be on stage and in the audience in order 
for shows to be successful.”30 In contrast to the male-dominated stage of urban, lower class 
theater, women served as guarantors of bourgeois morality and pleasant attractions on the 
vaudeville stage. In that context, being beautiful was, according historian Susan Glenn, 
“practically a form of talent, an aspect of feminine presence as highly prized as any other quality 
                                                
29 Karen L. Cox, Dreaming of Dixie: How the South Was Created in American Popular Culture (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 61.  
30 McCusker, Lonesome Cowgirls and Honkey-Tonk Angels, 2.  
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a woman might bring to the stage.”31 While appearance was less important for women on radio 
than the vaudeville stage, many barn dances included a live audience and stage show, and 
magazines circulated images consistently. 
Beyond women’s presence, gender politics are central to the construction of downhome 
virtuosity. Anthropologist Francesca Bray notes that “technical skills and domains of expertise” 
divide along sharply gendered lines in many cultures, “shaping masculinities and femininities.”32 
On rural variety radio, men were far more likely to be praised for their ability as instrumentalists, 
whereas women’s role as guarantors of virtue could be emphasized through a concurrent focus 
on vocal skill. This can be seen in the opening example of the chapter, where the male banjo 
player Gene is praised for his energetic, half-comic “cuttin’ up” on the banjo. With few 
exceptions—such as multi-instrumentalist Lily May Ledford, whom I discuss below—Lair 
praises men for their ability to control external technology, whereas women are far more likely to 
be praised for their vocal prowess. If the “boys” could “tromp on the strings” and thereby 
demonstrate their masculinized control over external technologies, women showed their inner 
discipline through vocal skill that mapped comfortably onto their role as bearers of domestic 
virtue.  
“Merely a Mighty Good Fiddler”33 
One of the central features of the phenomenon that I have described as downhome virtuosity is 
that it eschews the direct use of the terms “virtuoso” or “virtuosity” altogether. The only 
musician described as a “virtuoso” in any materials related to these programs is a xylophonist for 
                                                
31 Susan A. Glenn, Female Spectacle: The Theatrical Roots of Modern Feminism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2000), 47; quoted in Ibid., 13.  
32 Francesca Bray, “Gender and Technology,” Annual Review of Anthropology 36 (2007): 38.  
33 “The Fiddle and the Violin,” The Nashville American, September 9, 1907.  
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the traveling show associated with WLS-Chicago.34 The absence of these terms can be explained 
by the fact that they still carried strong class associations as well as implicit ties with European 
art music in general. By using the term here, I do not intend to import a conception of virtuosity 
that is based in an urban popular and classical tradition with which much rural variety radio 
explicitly contrasted itself. Instead, I argue that downhome virtuosity demonstrates the cultural 
specificity of all forms of virtuosity, and the concept provides a conceptual frame for attending to 
language that we might otherwise pass over as formulaic stage patter or charming anecdote. The 
concept of downhome virtuosity serves to thematize these displays and make them available for 
description and analysis.  
The significance of avoiding virtuosity and virtuoso as terms can best be understood by 
looking at the fiddle conventions and contests that took place in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. These contests took place throughout the Midwest and Southeast, but the most 
widely publicized and perhaps the largest was the Georgia Old-Time Fiddlers’ Convention, 
which ran from 1913 to 1935 in Atlanta. Many of the first performers of early country music on 
radio and recordings had cultivated their skill and reputation in fiddle contests.35 Fiddlin’ John 
Carson,a veteran of the Atlanta convention as well as other contests and political campaigns, was 
the first to perform old-time fiddle music on the radio when he appeared on WSB-Atlanta in 
                                                
34 This happens in the caption of a photograph in the 1937 issue of the weekly WLS fan magazine—first called 
Prairie Farmer’s WLS Weekly, but soon changed to Stand By—which ran from 1935 to 1937. The xylophonist is 
Billy Woods, who, despite the apparent compliment, is also identified as someone who was “seldom photographed.” 
It is likely that Woods was an orchestral or symphonic band percussionist, and that the “virtuoso” comment 
acknowledges both his skill and his social location in those genres. Stand By, June 26, 1937, John Lair Papers, Box 
25, Berea Special Collection & Archives. 
35 Some radio stations in the 1920s even held their own fiddle contests, where winners were determined by listeners 
who wrote in with their votes. See Wayne W. Daniel, “Old Time Fiddlers’ Contests on Early Radio,” JEMF 
Quarterly 17 (Spring 1981): 159–65.  
  128 
September 1922.36 In many ways, contest fiddlers were better suited to radio than many other 
vernacular musicians; according to ethnomusicologist Chris Goertzen, “of the wide assortment of 
performance forums available to the early-twentieth-century fiddler, the contest or convention 
was the only one based on listening passively to tunes.”37  
Like radio, fiddle conventions had been influenced by vaudeville and minstrelsy. Charles 
Wolfe notes that fiddle contests during the early twentieth century regularly featured comedy, 
and that “in many such contests of the 1920s, bits of vaudeville were interspersed with 
fiddling.”38 This was not necessarily a new development in the ‘20s; earlier events had also 
marked and displayed difference in a way that owed much to the conventions of minstrelsy and 
vaudeville. An 1899 fiddle contest in Indiana divided its contestants into as many categories of 
bodily difference as seemingly possible. The winner of the “fat fiddlers contest” weighed in at 
305 pounds, while the second place contestant at only 270 did manage to win in the “shortest 
fiddler” contest among 15 other contestants. “Charles Daugherty of Bloomingdale, Ind., was the 
only one-armed fiddler,” but among the 200 contestants there were also “left-handed fiddlers, 
blind fiddlers, tall fiddlers, ugly and handsome fiddlers, a jewsharp quartet, and comic costumes” 
as well as contests for dancing and accordion playing.39 Conspicuous and impressive skill was 
                                                
36 Wayne W. Daniel, Pickin’ on Peachtree: A History of Country Music in Atlanta, Georgia (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1990), 50.  
37 Chris Goertzen, Southern Fiddlers and Fiddle Contests (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2008), 9. 
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only one kind of otherness that could be paired with and placed alongside other forms of physical 
difference. 
In addition to outlining the entertainment to be had at these events, newspaper coverage 
of fiddle conventions rehearsed the difference between a fiddle and a violin, and by extension, 
between violinists and fiddlers. Although fiddlers were often to allow the violin a degree of 
prestige, the story shifted when they began to discuss the musicians who played these 
instruments. Judge Tump Jackson, a contestant at the Atlanta convention in 1920, offered an 
extended explanation of the distinction between violinist and fiddler that began by noting that “a 
violinist plays by note and fiddler by plain natural disposition and elbow grease,” pairing natural 
(southern, rural) talent with honest hard work. The contestant went on to admit that violinists 
made a great deal more money than fiddlers, before relaying the following anecdote: 
I had the pleasure of hearing one of these fancy violinists last year. He came a pesterin’ 
around through the mountains on the trail of what he called folk music. He got three or four 
of us fiddlers together and prevailed on us to play for him, and he put down little crooked 
notes in a black book. Every time I’d get good started on a tune, he’d stop me while he 
caught up, and then tell me to start over. When he got through I asked him to play us a tune 
and he took my fiddle and projected with it a little bit and then sawed the bow up and down 
and seemed to be hunting’ around for something he never could find, and then he quit. 
Uncle Jim Watson asked him why he didn’t go ahead and play something. “Why, I’ve just 
played it,” this fellow said. But I don’t know but what he was joking. If he played any tune 
whatsoever, I clean missed it.40 
 
This anecdote draws on many of the tropes fiddlers used when discussing violinists. Initially, the 
fiddler allows the violin a certain pre-eminence. By the end of the story, however, the fiddler has 
made it clear that his or her skill is beyond the reach of violinists, and that the difference between 
them is a difference in kind and not simply one of quality. 
The distinction between fiddle and violin in many ways mirrors the difference between 
overt talk of virtuosity and all the other phrases used to praise and draw attention to exceptional 
                                                
40 Atlanta Georgian, November 18, 1920, quoted in Daniel, Pickin’ on a Peachtree, 28. 
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skill. These connections come to the fore in an article in The Nashville American from 1907, 
which took exception to the New York Times’ discussion of a fiddle convention to be held in 
Raleigh, North Carolina. The dispute initially arose over the Times’ claim that the difference 
between the violin and fiddle is merely a linguistic one—fiddle coming from German and violin 
coming from French. The author for the American rejects this dissolution of the distinction, and 
spells out the regional and class implications with rare directness:  
The violin is played chiefly by men with pied names and long hair and women with 
specs. The fiddle is the instrument of the man who wears galluses [suspenders], and 
underclothes only in the winter time. The master of the violin is a virtuoso; the master of 
the fiddle is merely a mighty good fiddler. The instruments are very much alike from 
volute [scroll] to tailpiece. The difference is in the players. The violin leads the orchestra; 
the fiddle leads the dance. Paganini, Joachim and Wieniawski were violinists; Bob Taylor 
is a fiddler. Arias are executed on the violin; tunes are played on the fiddle. Nocturnes are 
for the violin; the fiddle makes shindig music. The violin voices the music of 
Mendelssohn, Haydyn [sic], Verdi and other foreigners; the fiddle sings of “Old Zip 
Coon,” “Natchez-under-the-hill,” “Jenny Put the Kettle on,” “Money Musk,” and later 
productions, including old or young tune, song, hymn, lay, ballad, ditty or “piece,” grave 
or gay, the melody, rythm, [sic] jingle or syncopation of which appeals to the untutored 
but natural and susceptible ear, and that possesses the power to please and soothe, to 
arouse sympathy and tenderness, or to cause men to laugh, weep, or fight. This is the 
power, the office of the fiddle. The violin is merely the fiddle’s educated brother. The 
neighbors admire it for its learning and aristocratic bearing, but they think it puts on too 
many airs, and when they want fun they call for the fiddle—the instrument universal in 
the Land of the Plebians [sic].41  
 
This paragraph is not quite as self-effacing at the outset as the comments by fiddlers cited above. 
Indeed, it begins by situating fiddling as the more masculine tradition, already suggesting 
suspicion towards the women and those “men with pied names and long hair” who played the 
violin. Describing some odd dressing habits of fiddlers invokes the gendered aspects of the two 
types of power discussed in the previous chapter. Such supposed lack of concern for comfort and 
appearance emphasizes the masculinized power of acting on the external world while 
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demonstrating how little they care about acts of stylized self-presentation that exercise a more 
feminized form of power.  
By the middle of the paragraph quoted above, the rhetoric begins to advocate more 
obviously for the fiddle, describing the huge variety of musical experiences the instrument can 
foster. But even before this shift, a key phrase is the declaration that “the master of the fiddle is 
merely a mighty good fiddler.” The close juxtaposition of the limiting adverb “merely” with the 
expansive praise of “mighty good” captures beautifully the mixture of skillful display and 
humility that characterizes downhome virtuosity. It also makes clear that the rejection of virtuoso 
as a title is in no way a rejection of skill, nor its popular appeal. Instead, just as the author does 
not want to allow the fiddle to be categorically assimilated into the violin, she or he also resists 
the title of virtuoso as the marker of properly violinistic skill. 
 The original New York Times article was written in a style—or it is easily read with a 
tone—that understandably provoked the Tennessee journalist’s ire. The Times author seems to 
make fun of “these gatherings of proudly self-confessed fiddlers, though we never heard of them 
before,” and informs readers that the winner of the contest stakes claim “to much of fame and to 
something of fortune, as both are known to—fiddlers.” The full stakes of the language at play 
can be seen in the paragraph preceding the fiddle/violin distinction that prompted the rejoinder 
from the Nashville American: 
The information at hand does not throw any light on the exact difference between a 
fiddler and a violinist, as the terms are interpreted in North Carolina, but we gather that 
there, at least for the purposes of these conventions, the differences is [sic] the reverse of 
the one existing elsewhere—that the fiddler is highly respected and the violinist is 
scorned as an inferior variety of the species. Most of us call a violinist a fiddler when we 
want to give him pain, while we call a fiddler a violinist if our desire is to convey a 
pleasing reassurance that he has realized his ambition as a musician.42 
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Tellingly, it is only after the author has chided North Carolinians for failing to adopt the 
linguistic conventions that privilege the “proper” term over the other that the article declares any 
distinction between the two to be artificial. The Nashville American introduces the term virtuoso 
as the logical extension of the continuum of merit implied in the Times: fiddler < violinist < 
virtuoso. But then the Nashville author rejects this continuum. By refusing the titles of both 
violinist and virtuoso, the American’s author insists that the skill displayed in fiddle conventions 
does not belong on this continuum at all; it cannot be appropriated as good enough to be that of a 
violinist. The master fiddler remains “merely a mighty good fiddler.”  
Like earlier fiddlers, musicians on rural variety radio did not utilize the title of virtuoso or 
the category of virtuosity, though they did use other honorary and promotional titles. Minstrel, 
vaudeville, popular acts, and fiddle contests had all commonly referred to musicians as with 
terms that implied royalty or magical powers, hailing musicians as “harmonica king,” or a 
“wizard with the banjo.”43 “Banjo King” was a nickname used prominently by the plectrum 
banjo player and film star Eddie Peabody, but the titles of king and wizard were widely used to 
connote mastery and were applied generously to claim the widespread recognition of skill in 
other musicians.44 For example, an article promoting the 1926 Tennessee State Championship 
Fiddle Contest proclaimed the program would be “exceptionally entertaining” because of the 
booking of “David Macon, famous as the banjo king.” Macon—better known as Uncle Dave 
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Macon of WSM-Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry—is referred to later in the article as a “veritable 
wizard with the banjo,” while Hilary Marable is noted himself as “the harmonica king.”45 
“King” and “wizard” provide many of the same connotations as “virtuoso.” Both imply 
that a performer’s skill is widely admired and recognized; both identify the performer as 
implicitly masculine; and both make it clear that the performer is out of the ordinary or in some 
way superior. But of course, wizard and king provide all these connotations without evoking 
European art music or the urban Americans of the upper and middle class. The other utility of 
these titles is that they seem to have been taken up when it was advantageous and then 
abandoned with ease. Although some performers like Peabody used the title of “king” 
consistently throughout a long career, others donned the titles only when they suited the 
situation. It was precisely this type of ad hoc strategy that rural variety radio would later adopt, 
using terms and phrases that functioned in a similar way to virtuoso but without tainting the 
distinctiveness of their style and skill. By avoiding the potentially limiting and class-inflected 
category of virtuoso, programs remained free to incorporate aspects of the virtuoso persona into 
a musician’s southern or more generally rural persona. 
The National Barn Dance and John Lair’s Programs for WLS and WLW 
In combining music and drama, rural variety radio depended a great deal on a theatrical 
presentation and ongoing stage patter—references to economic hardship, jokes, advertisements 
presented under the guise of neighborly advice, and ongoing commentary on the musical acts. If 
performance is always at least implicitly reflexive, the ongoing commentary made these 
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programs explicitly so.46 As seen at the opening, this reflexivity is especially present in the radio 
MC’s conversational introduction of a song or in his—almost always his—exclamatory praise 
following a performance. The immediate, often effusive reaction of the MC is obviously 
promotional in nature, but it serves in many ways the same function as the chorus in Greek 
drama. The MC is part of the program, but he models reactions in such a way that he takes his 
place alongside the listeners as an observer as well. Such reactions are not meant as factual 
statements about some state of affairs that listeners can consider in terms of their veracity. 
Rather, they are invitations to perceive events in the ways outlined by the MC. Part of “running 
the show” is serving as the model observer. 
One key aspect of the radio variety program is that it unites displays and discourses of 
skill within a single piece of media. During the nineteenth century, critics could comment on a 
performance and shape subsequent interpretations or the way that the next recital might be 
received, but the performance itself remained separate. Obviously, recitalists could draw 
attention to their performance skill through bodily composure and presentation, but this relied on 
a visual stimulus that radio does not provide. On these radio programs, the running commentary 
inserts the discursive element as bookends to the actual performance, such that it is part of the 
performance itself. 
 The MC’s embedded commentary further safeguarded musicians’ humility by promoting 
performers’ skill without requiring them to directly promote themselves. The presence and 
commentary of the MC allows for performers to portray a completely humble persona, no matter 
how much they might really be “showing off.” The performers simply play their music and 
maintain their humble demeanor no matter what comments follow; often they say nothing at all 
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in response. As an example, consider this script in which Lair introduces a new musician, Hugh 
Cross. In this scenario, the musicians are all sitting on a porch when they see a figure 
approaching from a distance. As they discuss who it might be, Lair takes the opportunity to carve 
out space for the breadth of this new character’s musical exploits without endangering his rural 
persona: 
Unnamed character: Why thet’s Cross. He’s a master hand at playin and singin an I ast 
him to come over tonight an git with the boys an play with em a little. He’s frum down 
around Smoky Mountain, down in Tennes[ee] an he knows a heap of old songs from 
them parts. He was tellin me he’d bin up around Cincinnatty doin a job of work an had 
lrnt a sight of kinda new tunes, too. They’re kinda purty, but they aint as much sense to 
em as they is to some of the old ones, but he does make em sound kinda nize. I wuz over 
to his house one night last week an he set an sung fer an hour. I bet he knows a million 
tunes.47 
 
Hugh Cross is presented here as a flexible, inoffensive character. His skill is significant enough 
that it can even make new tunes seem appealing, although deference to the old remains. He 
knows old songs and some new ones—a million, in fact! Predictably, Cross does not respond to 
these comments. Indeed, according to the narrative of the program, he does not even hear them. 
Approaching the other characters from afar, Lair heaps praise upon the new musician without 
ever putting his humility in danger.  
The following year, Cross would become much more tied to old songs through his 
instrument. After one performance, the MC enthused: “Did ye hear ole Hugh Cross climbin’ 
around on that banjer then? Up one side an down the other!”48 He then continued with a 
description of Cross’s instrument, along with the difficulties and dangers it presents: 
His banjer is one of these here old-timey ones with five strings on em instead of four—
you know, one of the strings pegged in about half way down the neck of the instermint an 
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they call that the thumb string. Some fellers kin git a right smart of music outa that string 
but about all a beginner kin find to do with it is git his thumb caught under it an purty 
nigh cut off. You know, folks, the banjer is the real shore-nuff old Kintucky mountain 
instermint. More of them up an down the creeks an hollers than anyother kinda music box 
I know of. One reason fer that is that nearly all the boys down their makes their own 
instermints an a banjer is about the easiest of all to git up.49  
 
Lair’s description of the instrument is essential to portraying Cross in the proper light. He goes 
on to declare that Cross attained his skill through three years of secretive practice, but this nod to 
professionalism is tempered by Cross’s old-time instrument and the fact that the practice took 
place in a barn. Skill, after all, demands a backstory. It has to come from somewhere.  
Lair’s introduction of Lily May Ledford six years after Cross is even more extensive. He 
begins with a description of Ledford’s appearance, a relative rarity for performers, although 
more common for women than men. He further follows the common pattern of linking her skill 
to her upbringing in the Kentucky mountains—which was true, although “Pinch-em-tight Holler” 
was a fictionalized place—and to her extensive “practicin on her grandpappy’s old fiddle.”50 
Because of this backstory, Ledford was in many ways Lair’s dream performer. She was an 
excellent multi-instrumentalist and vocalist whose life growing up in the mountain south lent 
itself to Lair’s brand of embellishment. She had worked hard, both on a farm and with a fiddle, 
and that combined with her youth allows Lair to invite listeners to root for her.  
Unlike Cross, Ledford hears all the praise heaped upon her, but the narrative is one of 
fulfilling a dream against all odds. Lair presents her as a promising amateur getting her big 
chance: “the one ambition of her life has bin to git to Chicago an play on the old barn dance.”51 
A woman displaying so much of the instrumental prowess generally reserved for (and expected 
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of) men upset many of the gender norms of rural variety radio, but the story of her as a plucky 
up-and-comer made her less threatening than if her musical competency had been stated outright, 
as it was with Cross. Importantly, Lair’s aggressive promotion and extensive backstory allowed 
Ledford to introduce herself through music without taking on any of the burden of self-
promotion.  
Imagination and the Values of Participation 
In Lair’s extensive introduction of Lily May Ledford, he never describes the setting in which she 
is performing. Instead, he concludes his comments by naming the multiple locations where her 
old friends are listening before describing the thousands of new friends listening at home, 
projecting listeners’ imagination of the situation back onto themselves: 
An now, Lily May, yore big moment has come. All up and down Indi Creek an North 
Fork and Red River Valley an back in Pinch-em-tight Holler all yore old frens an 
kinfolks are gethered round radios waitin to hera ye, an out there on the air, all over the 
country, thousands of frens you aint met are waitin to hear ye, too, so step right up here 
with that old sushaww fiddle an show em what you got.52  
 
 As noted earlier in this chapter, the rhetoric of joining listeners at home was a common one, and 
this act provided a basis for a further act of transportation. Having graciously entered listeners’ 
homes, rural variety programs invited listeners to join them on imaginative journeys from there.  
Rural variety radio attempted to combine elements of what Thomas Turino calls 
“participatory” and “presentational” modes of performance. Rather than asking listeners to sit 
back in quiet awe of musicians’ mastery, rural variety radio programs invited listeners to imagine 
dancing along to this amazing fiddler or joining these friends at a social gathering. WLS 
originally claimed that the National Barn Dance had started social dances in living rooms across 
the country; letters show that people did gather, but only to listen. Still, references to dancing 
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helped involve audiences in the shows, as dancing falls squarely within Turino’s understanding 
of participatory performance in which everyone involved becomes “participants and potential 
participants performing different roles, and the primary goal is to involve the maximum number 
of people in some performance role.”53 The display of remarkable skill can threaten the 
participatory elements of performance, as it might “overvalue experts at the expense of others’ 
contribution and thus prove detrimental to inspiring general participation.”54 However, virtuosity 
is not necessarily antithetical to participation. As Turino notes, “moving to the center of a dance 
circle to ‘show your stuff’ is also common in participatory situations.”55 The key is that 
participation is continually invited, even when one’s participation takes the form of focus on an 
individual’s skill, and even if it becomes a matter of imagining that participation. 
John Lair was particularly adept at crafting broadcasts that invited imaginative 
participation in a primarily presentational form. As psychologists argued in the 1930s, the 
absence of visual stimulus gave free rein to listeners to create imagined spaces that agreed with 
their own memories of the places and experiences of the past.56 But rather than a simple fact 
about radio, this was a potentiality that the practitioners of rural variety radio intentionally 
cultivated, and one which Lair was particularly successful at accomplishing. One listener 
claimed in a letter that Lair’s programs included far fewer square dances than other WLS 
programs, but from the evidence available, this does not seem to be the case. The difference, 
however, was that Lair almost constantly embedded fiddle tunes into a narrative, whereas even 
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the most imaginative National Barn Dance broadcasts occasionally seem to include a square 
dance every fifteen minutes as a formal requirement. As an example, one of the earliest Lair 
scripts included a group of characters discussing how badly they wanted to go to the local fiddle 
contest. After opining that they were all too busy to attend, Lair offered this option: 
MC: Well, if you all want to use yer imagination a little we kin have one of our own. Jest  
make like you’r all over to the schoolhouse stead of setting here on the porch. Ole Gene 
here knows ever fiddler that’ll be there an he kin imitate’em ever one an play their 
favorite pieces jest like they do, right down to a hair, so we kin all set back an shut our 
eyes an make like we’re right there listenin to all the diffrunt fiddlers. Clap yer hands fer 
the piece you like best so’s we kin tell who’s the winners. This here orter be a heap of 
fun.”57 
 
The script goes on to mention the names of five imaginary fiddlers and their chosen showpieces. 
The sketch likely allowed for a good deal of showing off—the contest frame in virtually all 
settings directs attention to the skill displayed within it—but Lair’s presentation softens the 
potentially exclusive, purely presentational form. Listeners are first invited to imagine they are 
there with these characters, and then all imagine together that they are at a fiddle contest. 
Through strategies like this, Lair embedded presentational performance within a participatory 
frame, and made the fiddle tune seem like less of a grind.  
The wide-ranging scenarios that Lair imagined for his programs had extensive 
consequences for how much skill might be emphasized. Indeed, depending on the context, the 
program might eschew display altogether. When Lair broached religious matters, especially in 
his early scripts, he occasionally claimed his performers were amateurs lacking in skill: 
Folks, we bin gittin’ some mighty nice letters about these good old religious songs we bin 
tryin’ to sing. That’s might nice an’ we’re jest sorry we can’t sing ‘em better. We’re 
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gonna try to have at least one of them ever Sat. Night as long as the old songbook holds 
out. Tonight we picked out one called ‘Lord I’m Comin’ Home.58  
 
A script from 1931 similarly proclaimed amateurism in the service of nostalgia for the home and 
the religious values with which it was associated:  
How about joinin in with us on a good ole religious song—one most of you know, though 
you don’t hear it sung much nowadays. It’s called “Dying Frum Home,” kinda sad, but 
mighty purty when it’s sung right. We don’t sing it because we think we sing it good—
we jest sing it because it makes us feel good. If you don’t like to hear us, you jist join 
right in an drownd us out. Everybody chord up an Carl will start it out.59 
 
Like the previous script, this quotation emphasizes that the motivation for singing is the feeling it 
gives the singer, but it is more conflicted with regard to the musicians’ skill. Declaring that the 
song is very pretty if “sung right,” it then assures the listener that singing it right was not the 
motivation for the group’s performance. 
Aside from the oddity of actually apologizing for the musicians’ lack of skill, such 
comments belie the fact that most of the musicians on this program had relocated to Chicago 
specifically for professional opportunity at WLS and, in accordance with station policy, joined 
the musicians’ union upon arrival. It might also suggest that the skill displayed on the program 
was significant enough that listeners needed to be assured that this was still a participatory space. 
Furthermore, even as the claim of anti-virtuosity downplays the level of skill involved, it ensures 
that skill remains a relevant aspect of the performance. By telling audiences that your skill is 
modest, you momentarily direct their attention to that skill, such that they might decide that these 
professional musicians are actually quite good. 
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Along with religion, imagined domestic settings were another context where Lair 
downplayed skill. A script from October 1931 took listeners on a nostalgic trip to parlor in a 
country home. Shortly after a greeting and a performance of “Long Long Ago,” the program 
begins: 
Howdy, folks! It’s the Cumberland Ridge Runners up here at WLS askin you to go back 
with us to “long long ago” an spend a few minnits in a good old fashioned country parlor. 
Some of you youngsters listenin in maybe never was in the kinda parlor we’re 
talkingabout—parlors is kinda out of date these days—but I reckin most of you older 
ones remember all about em, what they wuz used fer etc. If ye don’t, jest take a peek into 
this one with us. 
 
This introduction works to produce nostalgia from listeners’ memories, but, like many of Lair’s 
scripts, it also seems to continually teach listeners about the objects of nostalgia. Rural variety 
radio’s goal of reaching the broadest possible audience partially required such an approach. In 
order to appeal to listeners who might have had very different life experiences than Lair 
presumed, the introduction makes clear that the “older ones” will be able to recall the parlor 
within a nostalgic frame, while the younger listeners would learn the information even as they 
nostalgically blurred its details.  
When Lair attempted to paint a nostalgic picture of domestic life, he expressly told his 
audience that the musicians were not showing off: 
Well, we can’t stay in here all night, folks. We gotta git outa here an go back to the Big 
Ole barn dance, but before we leave we want to call yer attention the most important 
thing in the regler old-timey parlor—the little ole parlor organ we usta all gether around 
Sunday nights an sing—not sing because we thought we wuz good at it an wanted to 
kinda show off, but jest because we felt good an actually enjoyed singin—jest the way 
we’re gonna all sing this ole song right now.”60  
 
At this, they all launch into a rendition of “Beautiful Home.” Showing off, the script implies, 
would ruin the community atmosphere that the programs were attempting to nostalgically 
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capture and recreate through radio. But even this humility does not preclude a focus on skill. 
Indeed, performing one’s best without creating any suspicion that one might be showing off can 
itself be a performance skill. 
While downplaying the level of skill involved was one strategy for maintaining humility 
and the values of participation, it was not always fitting. Aside from those comedy acts that were 
funny precisely because of their intentionally poor musicianship, significant musical skill was 
increasingly an essential component that needed to be promoted but properly framed. One of the 
keys to such framing was humor. 
Downhome Virtuosity and Barn Dance Humor 
Skill was often at the center of barn-dance humor, with jokes regularly playing on a musician’s 
perceived ability (or lack thereof). Much like the humble apologies and deferential claims to be 
lacking in skill, these jokes were often ways of making skill more apparent while simultaneously 
guaranteeing the humility of performers. In a script depicting another fiddle contest, one 
competitor apologizes, claiming that he “missed the fiddle with the bow” on account of his poor 
eyesight.61 Another routine featured a judge sentencing various performers for their musical 
misdeeds. A regular of John Lair’s programs, Fiddling Slim Miller, is brought before the 
“judge,” who declares Miller guilty immediately upon hearing his name: 
Carl: But judge, you aint heard yit what he’s charged with. 
 
Judge: Don’t make no diffrunce what he’s charged with. He looks like he’d be guilty of 
anything. Well, what is he charged with? 
 
Carl: This here Slim Miller is accused of bein the leader of a gang that’s goin around over 
the country deesturbin the piece a-playin on musical insrumints. 
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Judge: Have you heard em play?.......Are they any good? 
 
Carl: Well, they could stand a little practice 
 
Judge: Alright, give em thirty days to git practiced up in, an start em doin the time right 
now. 
 
After Miller’s rendition of “In the Jailhouse Now,” Carl responds “Sheriff, I think you better 
make that sixty days. Thirty days aint enough for them to do all the practicin they need!”62 One 
wonders if Miller intentionally played poorly on at least part of the tune, setting up the joke and 
following his feigned poor playing with excellent execution. In any case, the effectiveness of 
such jokes—and much humor—lies in their ability to cut both ways. For listeners who recognize 
Slim Miller as an excellent fiddler, they are funny because they are so far from the truth; it’s 
good-natured ribbing among friends. For those that do not appreciate his skill, they confirm that 
Miller really was the haphazard comedian that he played for most of his career. As scholar of 
Appalachian culture Loyal Jones has written, humor on these programs could serve to level the 
ground between the “country bumpkin” and the “city-slicker,” but it could also serve to confirm 
negative rural stereotypes.63 Such humor functioned well on a variety show, where the goal was 
to appeal to the widest possible number of listeners. 
In addition to programs’ direct jokes about skill, there were ongoing comic strips in the 
weekly WLS magazine Stand By that regularly centered on a musician’s ability or lack thereof. 
The cartoon seen in Figure 4 is part of a series that featured Lily May Ledford, who appeared on 
the WLS barn dance and later went to work with Lair at WLW-Cincinnati and WHAS-
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Louisville.64 One long-running plot line provides a comically infused narrative of Ledford’s 
acquisition of musical skill. Beginning with her many attempts to acquire a fiddle for herself, the 
comics further cover her adventures in practicing and her subsequent struggle to find 
transportation to a fiddle contest. She finally parachutes into the fiddle contest—where she is 
declared the first woman ever to enter—and she wins, but only by miming along to her 
grandfather’s playing after she tricks him into warming up directly underneath the stage.  
This story line vividly demonstrates the ambivalence about a woman possessing 
instrumental skill, particularly on the fiddle. In the strip shown in Figure 4, Pa bursts into tears 
when he comes upon Lily May playing because he feels that she has somehow stolen his tunes. 
As seen in the article from the Nashville American discussed above, fiddling was often coded as 
a particularly masculine pursuit, and the conclusion of the story arc reinforces this yet again. By 
winning the contest through her grandfather, the comic reasserted male ownership of 
instrumental skill and recalled the punch line from Figure 4: her fiddling really was her 
grandfather’s. This affirmation of masculine ownership reinforced gender ideology while 
providing a further guarantee that Lily May was an authentic mountaineer musician. She had 
received the tradition so thoroughly that she didn’t simply play like her grandfather. According 
to the comic, her playing—or at least the best of it—was his.  
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Figure 4: Lily May Cartoon from November 14, 1936 Issue of Stand By 
 
 
The anxiety about a woman being an accomplished instrumentalist is apparent in 
representations of Ledford outside of the comics as well. A 1936 issue of Stand By includes a 
full-page advertisement for Pinex Merry-Makers, a program on which Ledford appeared daily at 
noon (Figure 5). Two pictures of Ledford appear on the page, but the captions tell very different 
stories. Next to one of her playing a fiddle, the caption declares her “the fiddlin’est gal from old 
Kentucky,” and goes on to say that she “tickles listenrs’ toes with an old-time fiddle-tune.” 
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Above and to the right of this picture stands Ledford with a banjo. In this caption, we are told 
“Lily May pats her foot while she strums on her five-string banjo. Fans like the naturalness of 
this ‘young-‘un.”65  
Figure 5: Lily May Ledford in October 24, 1936 Issue of Stand By 
 
Long-time listeners to the Pinex Merry-Makers knew that stomping her foot while 
playing was Lily May’s most noted habit. Indeed, it became a mark of her “naturalness,” as 
something she simply could not avoid doing. This conflation of a standard time-keeping practice 
with a sort of inherent musical tic had previously been applied to fiddle contestants, especially 
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elderly ones, who spectators (perhaps jokingly) assumed had to pat their feet in order to play.66 
Much like the cartoon, potential anxieties about gender and skill were by allayed by focusing on 
a “natural” attribute that Ledford shared with older men who served as the true bearers of the 
tradition. 
Although the comic about Ledford was remarkable in its long-running narrative about her 
skill, many others made jokes on similar themes. In this cartoon from Stand By, shown in Figure 
6, Pokey Martin displays his lack of musical knowledge through his complete befuddlement with 
the more elevated world of the piano. There is less room for ambivalence here—Martin is clearly 
the hopeless hayseed. The fact that he displays this to another rural character who is more 
musically and socially competent keeps it from becoming outright ridicule, and makes it clear 
that Martin’s stereotype does not encompass all rural people.  
Figure 6: Pokey Martin and Arkie Cartoon from February 27, 1935 Issue of Stand By67 
 
An “Otto” comic from 1936 shows the same approach to musical ability, this time 
applied to the marginalized figure of the German immigrant. Playing to the urban head of a talent 
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department, the humor here is not just that Otto lacks musical mastery, but that he fundamentally 
fails to understand the relationship between his actions and the sound of his instrument. This is 
the opposite of virtuosity, a total lack of control combined with a complete absence of 
understanding. 
Figure 7: Otto Cartoon from August 8, 1936 Issue of Stand By 
 
“Course it Aint Fine Music Like you Hear Back in Cincynatty” 
Lair never stopped joking about skill on his programs, but from the mid ‘30s forward he no 
longer denied or downplayed the ability of his musicians. Indeed, Lair seems to have become 
increasingly convinced that skillful musical performance was essential to rural variety radio. In a 
plan for expanding his programs at WLS, Lair argued, “Hillbilly does not have to be poorly done 
in order to be appreciated.”68 The key was to present the musicians as skilled in a way that 
carefully distinguished them from their urban, formally-trained counterparts. In a 1934 script for 
the Renfro Valley Folks, Lair wrote a sketch that discussed at length the relative merits and 
differences between urban music and that of the Kentucky hills. After a performance of “Old Joe 
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Clark,” Lair has an extended conversation with the schoolteacher. Consistent with the gendering 
of musical practice discussed throughout this chapter, the bearer of cultivated musical knowledge 
is a woman, while the impressive fiddler she encounters is a little boy: 
John: How’dje like that’n Miss Sally? Course it aint fine music like you hear back in 
Cincynatty, but we think it’s purty good fer this neck of the woods.  
 
Edith: And so do I. I really enjoy it an awful lot and I’ll never be able to understand how 
they do it. They insist that they don’t know one note from another, yet they sit here with 
an air of unconcern and play the most stirring music I’ve ever heard. How do they do it? 
What’s the secret?  
 
John: Oh I don’t know, they jest do, that’s all, I reckin. Everybody on the [unclear word] 
plays some sort of instermint an none of em ever tuck a lesson in their lives. Some of the 
choldern wuz sayin you’d started givin music lessons over at Red Bud school-how ye 
comin along with em? 
 
Edith: Now don’t tease me about that—please! 
 
John: I’m not teasin ye—I think it’d be mighty nice fer the choldrun to get instructions in 
music. 
 
Edith: Yes, that’s what I thought, but the children don’t seem to agree with me. They 
think it’s just a waste of time, especially since little David Saylor showed me up so 
beautifully. I spent a whole week trying to teach him the simplest things about music and 
finally gave up in despair, telling him that he was hopeless and would never know 
anything about it. He didn’t say a word, but next day he brought an old dilapidated violin 
to shool and all durin recess sat on the rail fence under my window and played tunes that 
I couldn’t even follow, while the other children peeped in at the door and smiled at me! 
 
John: Well, I reckin that wuz kinda rubbin it in on ye, wuzn’t it? But never you mind, you 
jest stick with it an learn em all you kin about readin music. But they’s jest one thing—
don’t learn em enough to make em turn again these plain old-timey tunes their daddies an 
gran daddies before em has sung an played fer ginerations—the old tunes that has got real 
histrys behind em—songs with a past, we call em.69 
 
Even in the entirely imagined performance of little David Saylor, Lair balances claims of 
mastery with self-effacing humility. The same tunes that the resident musical expert “couldn’t 
even follow” are also “plain,” according to Lair. Furthermore, his response that the children “just 
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do” happen to play this simple-yet-amazing music invokes the idea of the natural hillbilly, one 
that is strikingly similar to racist stereotypes that viewed African Americans as naturally musical. 
Though worded as a compliment, it perpetuates an underlying prejudice that denies either group 
the ability to learn, make conscious decisions, or develop a skill.  
Despite John Lair’s recognition that his radio performers were just that—skilled 
performers—his presentation of them emphasized a folksiness that could easily cross into 
stereotype. But at other times, Lair’s presentation of the relationship between hillbilly 
stereotypes and WLS performers was far more conflicted. In 1935, Stand By magazine ran the 
headline “No Hill Billies in Radio” in which Lair argued: “The fact is that if a radio microphone 
actually could pick up a real hill billy singing back in the hill country of the south, most listeners 
would probably tune out.” But according to Lair, this wouldn’t both him: “The typical 
mountaineer who has never been out of the hills sings because he likes to. He’s not too much 
concerned with how it sounds.70 
Elsewhere in the article, Lair seems tempted to reject the label of hillbilly altogether: 
“Hill Billies in radio? They ain’t no sich thing. Mountaineers and folk from the hill country, but 
no hill billies.” This would seem to allow him to guard the authenticity of his “hill folk” 
performers, but even these musicians seem to be transformed in some way by their business: “To 
hear a real honest to goodness mountaineer singing is rather difficult. You’d just about have to 
sneak up on him as he sits singing in a hollow or in a cabin doorway at sundown. The citizen of 
the hills sings because he likes to. He may not sing beautifully but he sings sincerely and he 
sings loudly.” As Lair had done in his early scripts about religion and the home, he declares that 
the true mountaineer makes music for himself. Lair claims this untainted love of music for WLS 
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performers with the added implication that they are exceptionally skilled beyond their regional 
stereotypes and belonging. No longer content to frame his performers as typical hill folk, Lair 
was ready to call attention to their exceptional abilities while still claiming that it was a skill only 
available to “real” hillbillies. 
The strategy of mixing essentialist group identification with stories of the exceptional 
individual is based on a careful mixture of the two primary myths of genius utilized in the West, 
which the philosopher Peter Kivy characterizes as the myth of the possessor and the myth of the 
possessed. In Kivy’s account, the possessor is the heroic individual (i.e. Romantic Artist) who 
claims greatness for himself—this myth is almost always masculinized—while the possessed is 
the vessel of some higher power, bestowed with greatness by god, nature, the muses, etc.71 He 
makes no claim to the truth or complete separateness of these two myths, but Kivy focuses on 
how audiences and artists adopt and vary one of these tropes depending on how the artist’s 
“greatness” is perceived.  
Although Kivy’s arguments are about genius, the rhetoric of possession runs throughout 
discourses of virtuosity. Indeed, because the skilled body always implies a history—it came from 
somewhere—narratives of explanation and origin can prove particularly important to the 
interpretation of virtuosic bodies. Paganini took on the myth of the possessed with a Faustian 
twist, while the myth of Robert Johnson selling his soul at the Crossroads in exchange for his 
remarkable guitar prowess provides a more rural and racialized version from the American 
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south.72 As seen in Johnson’s example, the myth of the possessed is regularly given an 
essentialist spin in discourses that treat skill as if it were a natural outgrowth of one’s race or 
ethnicity. The myth of the possessor, on the other hand, is regularly mapped onto “guitar heroes” 
like Eddie Van Halen or Yngwie Malmsteen. These musicians are seen as possessors of great 
skill whose virtuosity in relation to the electric guitar contributes to a masculinized display of 
their own power and ability to manipulate external technologies.73  
These two myths are mixed on rural variety radio, where performers possess skill but are 
only able to do so because of their essential identity with—or possession by—a regional or 
ethnic group. It was the “natural” southern or rural status of performers on rural variety radio that 
allowed them to put in the work that eventually led to their possession of such remarkable skill, 
or so these programs claimed. Thus skill is the result of an individual’s effort, but that effort is 
only effective because of the “natural” base on which it was built. Of course, such regional 
identities were often embellished or entirely fabricated. Many of the performers on Lair’s 
programs and others were from Kentucky or other regions of the south, but many others were 
from the Midwest. So although, as Wayne Daniel claims, Lair knew “just how much polish it 
took to turn a real mountaineer into an accomplished performer,” he also knew how to add just 
enough grit to already ambitious musicians.74 In 1940, Lair wrote to a business associate to be on 
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the lookout for “a good voice we can convert to hillbilly.”75 “Hillbilly,” it seems, could be 
performed and put on. Skill, on the other hand, was non-negotiable. It was nearly impossible to 
fake. 
In one way or another, the skill of musicians on rural variety radio programs was always 
marked as “different.” One performance by the Girls of the Golden West, after Lair and several 
performers had moved to WLW-Cincinnati, prompted the MC, Whitey Ford, to tell this 
anecdote:  
Whitey Ford: And that, neighbors, those two cowgirls there out on the lone prairie was 
Dolly And Millie. I like that yippee-ki-yi you put in there. You know what? I knowed a 
feller once that studied voice over in Europe, and he studied three years and he couldn’t 
do one yippee-ki-yi like that. [all laugh]76 
 
As discussed above, vocal skill was regularly the primary arena where women might be praised 
for their aptitude instead of their disposition or appearance. Ford ignores gender, however, and 
instead highlights their yodeling as a skill beyond the ability of European-trained singers. This is 
of course ironic considering that yodeling first entered into North American musical practice 
during the tours of the Rainer Family from Austria. Their U.S. tours in between 1839 and 1843 
initiated a yodeling craze in the 1840s that featured further touring Austrian groups as well as the 
growth of “US singing families who imitated Alpine yodeling.”77 But such history was beside 
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the point for Ford; what mattered were the distinctions his joke invoked between high-art, 
institutionalized music and downhome vernacular.78  
Listeners, too, took part in establishing the differences between the performers on rural 
variety radio and their counterparts in more European or art-music based genres. During its 
three-year publication run, the letters section of the WLS magazine Stand By provided a forum 
for debates about whether singers sounded too operatic, laughed too much, or had any ability 
whatsoever. One listener who wrote in under the name “Fed Up” was clearly paying close 
attention to the way that skill was discussed on the National Barn Dance: 
You give me a pain in the neck the way you praise Lulu Belle. The way you act, you’d 
think she was the only person on the air. How foolish those singers at your station, who 
know something about singing, must feel when they hear her sing all the time and forever 
the mention of her name being praised. I know this won’t be published because, of 
course, anything that wasn’t praising her wouldn’t be…79  
 
This criticism brought on a “deluge” of letters in defense of Lulu Belle, many of which 
were printed in the January 2, 1937 issue. Mrs. Maybelle Harvey responded by declaring, “Lulu 
Belle may not be an opera star, but she gives more pleasure and happiness to people than anyone 
else on the radio.”80 Another complained previously that the entire National Barn Dance 
program was “more like an opera house. There should be more cowboy songs, yodeling, square 
dances and more fun and laughter.”81 Perhaps most importantly, these letters show that people 
were paying attention to the running commentary about skill on the barn dance. The published 
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letters are likely highly edited, as Kristine McCusker has noted, but there are also numerous 
letters preserved in the John Lair Papers in their original formats. Many of these letters have 
sections circled in red pencil with names of show creators or producers next to them, suggesting 
they were read by a staff person who scanned for relevant bits of information to pass on to 
program creators.  
One anonymous letter likely deemed too harsh for publication dismissed practically all 
the WLS performers except Red Foley and the Three Little Maids. The author declares that 
“people are certainly fed up on the Cumberland Ridge Runners,” and closes by stating, “why not 
let someone sing and play that can master their instruments,” the rhetorical nature of the question 
underscored the use of a period instead of a question mark.82 The letter’s language follows the 
pattern established by the programs themselves in foregrounding the skill involved in music’s 
production. The listener was offended not simply by the music that she or he found aesthetically 
unappealing, but by the performers’ failure to display what counted as competence for this 
listener. Such perceived failure draws so sharp a rebuke because, as folklorist Richard Bauman 
argues, performance consists precisely in assuming responsibility for a display of competence.83 
These debates were likely stoked by the fact that the National Barn Dance featured a huge range 
of singers, some yodelers, some crooners, some who sounded more classically trained, and 
others who maintained a more rustic edge. In an effort to appeal to the widest possible 
listenership, comments like those Whitey Ford made about European-trained singers’ inability to 
yodel conceded that performers on rural variety radio were not opera singers; however, he 
insists, those opera singers were not yodelers. Their competencies are simply not equivalent. The 
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logic is the same as earlier fiddle contestants discussing violinists, yet the presence of this music 
on the radio—with its compression of time, space, and social hierarchies—may have made 
contrasts to opera or other high-class, urban genres all the more salient.84 
“Listeners’ Ideal National Barn Dance” of 1937 and the Virtuoso Persona 
 
In this section, I use a 1937 listener survey to describe the role of the virtuoso persona and its 
construction on rural variety radio. As I have shown, the musicians on rural variety radio did not 
promote themselves as virtuosi. Instead, they took on their own version of a virtuoso persona in 
certain performance settings and in combination with the other aspects of their personae.  
In the Introduction, I briefly discussed Philip Auslander’s conception of the musical 
persona as a representation of self through music. Auslander’s more complete argument is that 
the persona is actually the primary object of performance: “I posit that in musical performance, 
this representation of self is the direct object of the verb to perform. What musicians perform 
first and foremost is not music, but their own identities as musicians, their musical personae.”85 
In other words, he would claim that the product side of the process-product dynamic is the 
persona, not a piece or even performance of music. Here, I want to temper Auslander’s thesis 
with arguments from Theodor Adorno, in order to chart a middle way between the two. Adorno 
rejects the primacy of the persona over the work, instead arguing that the projection of the 
persona is closely tied to the “mimetic aspect of reproduction: the interpolation of details most 
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readily comparable to that of the actor.” The musician as interpreter is “for one second playing 
the hero, the berserker, hope itself, and this is where the communication between work and 
performer lies.”86  
Although the differences between Auslander’s and Adorno’s accounts of performance are 
significant, both ultimately emphasize dyadic relationships. For Adorno, what matters is the 
relationship between the musical work and the performer; this relationship constitutes the 
persona, but the audience is given little attention. For Auslander, on the other hand, the primary 
relationship is between persona and listener; it is not clear precisely where the product side of the 
dynamic goes, except for to the background. I will combine insights from Auslander and Adorno 
to formulate a triadic relationship between persona, work, and audience. Performance does not 
simply convey the persona to a receptive listener nor produce a persona that the audience 
perceives; instead, performance puts the persona at play within that social world, and this is key 
for understanding the meaning of the virtuoso persona.  
The February 13, 1937 issue of Stand By featured an invitation for listeners to write in 
with their “ideal” version of their beloved National Barn Dance.87 It occurred within the “Old 
Hayloft” section of the magazine written by the unidentified “Hired Man,” and began with this 
announcement: 
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“Let’s start something!!”…And with apologies to Uncle Ezra for that famous phrase, 
we’ll start right now our “Listener’s Ideal Barn Dance,” asking the cooperation of you 
readers of this column. 
 
Here’s the idea! Just suppose you suddenly found yourself a member of the program 
department…..Program Director Harold Safford rushes into your office requesting you to 
“build” a half-hour program for the National Barn Dance…..He says, “Build the very best 
program you can, using your choice of the hayloft entertainers and select the songs and 
tunes you think are the very best.88 
 
The actual program based on listener suggestions that aired on April 10, 1937 is gone; 
neither a script nor a transcription disc exists. Instead, we are left with the list of the performers 
and their pieces printed the following week in Stand By and a 19-page internal report prepared by 
the program director, George Biggar, about the operation and outcome of the survey. These 
materials shed light on general listener preferences in 1937, but they are especially useful for 
thinking about the process-product dynamic— more specifically, how the relationship between 
songs and performers give rise to the virtuoso persona. Projected identity and musical content do 
not simply co-exist—they interact—and this interaction is a key for understanding how the 
virtuoso persona becomes meaningful to audiences. 
While songs and performers are in many ways interdependent, the paths of particular 
performers and particular songs regularly diverge. This was precisely the problem that the WLS 
executives were attempting to address. Biggar’s report states clearly that the purpose of the 
“Listeners’ Ideal Barn Dance” survey was “to determine not alone the popularity of the various 
National Barn Dance acts among Stand By readers as determined by the number of mentions 
accorded each act—but also to determine the names of and types of numbers done by these acts 
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that ‘click’ with these listeners.”89 If live radio meant that program directors could have any 
number of musicians perform a particular song, which would garner the best audience reaction? 
This is not simply a question of who does it best, but whose persona interacts with a song in 
ways that audiences find compelling. This relative fluidity of interaction between performer and 
song opens a space for considering the importance of that interaction, especially when it goes 
beyond simple congruity of feeling or style. 
Concrete knowledge about listeners and their reactions to radio broadcasts is rare; 
however, the survey report allows me to be slightly more precise about this particular audience 
subset than I have been thus far. The published summary of the survey claimed to have received 
over a thousand letters, but the internal report lists only 425 responses. The state origins of the 
letters can be seen in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8: Origin of “Ideal Barn Dance” Listener Letters 
State or Region of Origin Number of Letters 
Wisconsin 100 
Illinois (Excluding Chicago) 88 
Indiana 56 
Chicago and Suburbs 53 
Michigan 23 
Minnesota 23 
Iowa  11 
North Dakota 9 
Canada 9 
New York 4 
Washington, D.C. 4 
Alabama 4 
Ohio 3 
Kentucky 3 
Oklahoma 2 
South Dakota 2 
Missouri 2 
Montana 1 
Maine 1 
Colorado 1 
Arkansas 1 
Nebraska 1 
Vermont 1 
Indistinguishable Address 23 
TOTAL 425 
 
The information in this table is the sort of precious miscellany that scholars rarely can access, as 
addresses were often only included on the envelopes that never made it into archives. Two 
striking observations that can be made from this chart is that while the audience ranges widely 
geographically, over 85% comes from the upper Midwest, and over 10% were definitely not 
rural, but from Chicago and its surrounding suburbs. This should not be surprising considering 
the station broadcasted from Chicago, but it challenges the traditional narrative put forward by 
scholars like Jeffrey Lange, who claim that early audiences for so-called “hillbilly” music were 
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“white, rural southerners.”90 This is an offshoot of what Paul Tyler calls the “Southern thesis” of 
country music, “the notion that country music is primarily and, in some way, intrinsically 
southern.”91 Following the logic of the southern thesis, only listeners from the south would or 
indeed could appreciate and identify with the southern essence contained in the music. Such 
thinking fails to account for the success of early country music on WLS, a station that had been 
geared towards Midwesterners and farmers since its inception in 1924.92  
 Beyond geographic breakdown, little else is known about listener demographics at the 
time. As Kristine McCusker notes, broadcasters themselves had little knowledge of who was 
actually listening to their programs, and scholars have inherited that same lack of information.93 
Some information can be gleaned from the eleven listener programs that were printed in “The 
Old Hayloft” section of Stand By during the two months between the announcement and the 
airing of the program. Ten out of eleven of these authors are identified as women—the only one 
who is not has the ambiguous title of “J. Francis Elliot.” Eleven out of 425 can hardly be 
considered a representative sample, but women were clearly an important part of the intended 
audience for these programs. The marketing of domestic goods on barn dance radio often spoke 
directly to women as housewives; likewise, the centrality of families and family discourse to 
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barn dance radio meant that women were almost always included, at least insomuch as they fit 
into their familial roles.94 From what can be culled from this survey, women were not simply 
listening to WLS, they were also offering their carefully considered feedback. 
Most of the top twenty performers in the “Ideal Barn Dance” survey had fifteen songs 
listed with them, although many songs were associated with several performers. The names of 
the ten performers that were most often included in listeners’ “Ideal Barn Dance” programs can 
be seen below in Figure 9. In terms of geographic origins, the performers are split almost evenly 
between those from the South (North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas) and the 
Midwest (Illinois, Minnesota, Missouri, Indiana), although many embellished or fabricated the 
details of their birth in order to better fit their radio personae.95 The performers are also split in 
terms of gender. Six of the ten acts include at least one woman, although there are ultimately 
more men involved, because the instrumentalists for all but the Girls of the Golden West, Lily 
May, and the DeZurik Sisters were entirely male. Susan Smulyan has argued that the “National 
Barn Dance’s focus on female singers signaled its intent to appeal to women listeners,” and as 
we saw above, women certainly were listening. 
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Figure 9: The Top 10 Performers and their Most Requested Song 
Artist Total 
Mentions 
Title Song 
Mentions 
Date Published 
or Composed 
Patsy 
Montana and 
the Prairie 
Ramblers 
527 “I want to be a 
Cowboy’s 
Sweetheart” 
117 1935 
Lulu Belle 
and Skyland 
Scotty 
505 “Nobody’s 
Business” 
49 twentieth-
century 
vaudeville 
The Arkansas 
Woodchopper 
438 “Sweet Evalina” 61 1863 
Ramblin’ Red 
Foley 
426 “Old Shep” 66 1935 
Girls of the 
Golden West 
425 “Beautiful 
Texas” 
34 1933 
DeZurik 
Sisters 
226 “Alpine Yodel” 26 (unknown) 
Hoosier 
Sodbusters 
208 “Climbing up the 
Golden Stairs” 
19 1884  
Lily May 190 “You’re a 
Flower 
Blooming in the 
Wildwood” 
33 nineteenth-
century folk-
song derivative 
Christine 189 “Chime Bells” 34 1934 
Hoosier Hot 
Shots 
183 “Meet me by the 
Ice House, 
Lizzie” 
39 c. 1935 
 
WLS executives followed through on their promise to give listeners what they wanted, as 
the actual program that aired included all the above songs and performers (except Patsy 
Montana, who was unavailable for unknown reasons), while also adding three other pieces. The 
Hilltoppers dmonestrated the continued craze for “Hawaiian” music with the “Hula March;” 
Otto’s Novelodeons performed the comedic “When the Pussy Willow Whispers to the Catnip;” 
and Henry Burr sang the sentimental ballad, “I’ll Take you Home Again, Kathleen.”96 These acts 
                                                
96 Stand By, April 17, 1937. 
  164 
were the next in line in terms of popularity, and “I’ll Take you Home Again, Kathleen” was one 
of the top songs requested overall, as seen in Figure 10. 
Figure 10: Top Songs Regardless of Performer 
Song Artist Mentions 
“I Want to be a 
Cowboy’s 
Sweetheart.” 
Patsy Montana and the 
Prairie Ramblers 
117 
“Old Shep” Red Foley 66 
“Sweet Evalina” Arkie 61 
“Chime Bells” DeZurik Sisters and 
Christine 
58 
(combined) 
“Nobody’s 
Business” 
Lulu Belle and Scotty 49 
“Freight Train 
Blues” 
Red Foley 48 
“I’ll Take you 
Home Again, 
Kathleen” 
Henry Burr 42 
(combined) 
 
“Yellow Rose of 
Texas” 
Red Foley 39 
(combined) 
“Meet me by the Ice 
House, Lizzie” 
Hoosier Hot Shots 39 
“Beautiful Texas” Girls of the Golden West 34 
“You’re a Flower 
Blooming in the 
Wildwood” 
Lily Mae Ledford 33 
 
Of all the performers, Patsy Montana, whose given name was Rubye Blevins, was by far 
the most popular. She is one of the few musicians discussed in this chapter who comes up in 
most histories of country music, as she was the first woman in the genre whose hit single, “I 
Want to be a Cowboy’s Sweetheart,” sold a million copies. Although it was very similar to that 
of the Girls of the Golden West so thoroughly praised above, Montana’s yodeling rarely 
garnered comment. However, the dynamic interaction between her persona and her hit song can 
help demonstrate the importance of play and power as components of the virtuoso persona. 
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On air and in WLS publications, Patsy Montana’s persona was that of a fully-fledged 
westerner. She swept in “like a prairie breeze from the West…dressed in a leather skirt and high-
heeled boots…at home in the studio as well as in the saddle.”97 In contrast to this image of her as 
an already-formed cowhand, the lyrical content of her hit song is aspirational (Figure 11). This is 
yet another aspect of persona—the “character” or “protagonist” presented through the lyrics.98 
Unlike the already western Patsy Montana persona, the character of the song wants to “learn” 
how to do all the tasks associated with the life she loves.  
Montana harmonized the song entirely with major and dominant-seventh chords built on 
the first, second, fourth, fifth, and sixth scale degrees. The upbeat tempo combined with the 
preponderance of major chords causes both Montana and the song to come off as quite jovial, 
while the opening melody hints at the song’s aspirational tone with its chromatic climb from 
scale degree three to scale degree five, arriving on the word “be.” Lyrically, the song seems at 
first to be a standard love narrative, with the character’s stated desire to “be a cowboy’s 
sweetheart.” The opening line contains the only direct reference to the cowboy, however. We 
might presume that he is present, but throughout all the other activities the song describes, he 
never actually receives another mention. Despite the centrality of being “a cowboy’s 
sweetheart,” it seems rather that the character presented in the song wants to simply be a cowgirl, 
and the cowboy is the most viable route to that end. Read within the broader National Barn 
Dance attempt to “reinforce the male breadwinner ethic just as it was under substantial attack by 
                                                
97 1936 WLS Family Album, 22, in the Southern Folklife Collection Radio and Television Files #30015, Southern 
Folklife Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
98 Allan Moore’s work with on the persona in popular song is most interested in the presentation of the character 
internal to the song. See Allan F. Moore, Song Means: Analysing and Interpreting Recorded Popular Song 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 178–84. Although he develops it in different ways, Moore derives his initial usage 
of “persona” from musicologist Edward T. Cone, who similarly refers to the “protagonist” as “a character in a kind 
of monodramatic opera, who sings the original poem as his part.” See Edward T. Cone, The Composer’s Voice 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 21.  
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the Great Depression,” the song paradoxically upholds the woman’s desire for a male love 
interest while making plain that the majority of her plans do not necessarily require him.99  
The song’s text itself thus introduces a character that is less a reflection of Montana’s on-
air persona than it is an aspirational dream put forward for listeners. Her persona is the 
realization of the song’s stated hopes; she has supposedly already achieved all that the character 
hopes to be and do.  
Figure 11: Lyrics of “I want to be a Cowboy's Sweetheart” 
I want to be a cowboy’s sweetheart, I want to learn to rope and to ride 
I want to ride o’er the plains and the deserts, out West of the Great Divide 
I want to hear the coyotes howlin’, while the sun sinks in the West. 
I want to be a cowboy’s sweetheart, that’s the life that I love best.  
 
I want to ride Old Paint going at a run, I want to feel the wind in my face  
A thousand miles from these city lights, going a cowhand's pace 
I want to pillow my head near the sleeping herd, while the moon shines down from above 
I want to strum my guitar and yodel-le-hee-hoo, Oh, that's the life that I love 
 
The last line of the song is even more directly fulfilled in its performance: Montana strums her 
guitar and yodels just as she declares that this is the activity that she most wants to do. As if to 
drive this point home, she closes the song with a yodeling coda. Through the act of performance, 
Montana’s persona directly accomplished the desires described in her hit song. 
It is significant that Montana closed with a yodel, for in addition to being prominent in 
early country music, yodeling garnered praise for its difficulty far more often than texted song.100 
This could be because some yodeling actually was more difficult, but it also needed more 
explanation. The texted portions of songs generally carried romantic and nostalgic sentiments or 
                                                
99 Kristine M. McCusker, “Patriarchy and the Great Depression,” in Berry, The Hayloft Gang, 154.  
100 Of the songs mentioned in this survey, “I want to be a Cowboy’s Sweetheart” and “Chime Bells” definitely 
featured yodeling, as did “Freight Train Blues,” to a lesser degree. It is also likely the Girls of the Golden West 
inserted a yodeling interlude into “Beautiful Texas” as they did with many other songs, and a later recording of Lulu 
Belle and Scotty Singing “Nobody’s Business” also includes a yodeling chorus. 
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comedic content. Yodeling, however, was quite intentionally presented as playful vocalizing that 
was especially impressive. By enacting the desires described in her hit song, Montana’s 
performance combined play and the power. Another song, “Chime Bells,” can make this even 
more explicit.  
“Chime Bells” is the lone contemporary song in the survey to be closely associated with 
multiple performers, as it was the top request for Christine, and the second most popular request 
for the DeZurik sisters. It was written and first recorded by Elton Britt in 1934, and if the barn 
dance groups sang it similarly to Britt’s recorded version, it was much more of a yodeling feature 
than “I want to be a Cowboy’s Sweetheart.” “Chime Bells” is a brisk triple-meter song whose 
chorus is equal parts sung lyrics and yodeling: “Chime Bells are Ringing (yodel)/ Mocking birds 
singing (yodel)/ Sleep my little lover (yodel), Upon a summer’s eve.” Although there is a 
character within the song, the yodeling in some ways keeps breaking in on the fictional world of 
the lyrics with the display of musical skill, the concrete materiality of a laboring body distracting 
from the imagined romance described in the lyrics.  
Yodeling ability was one of the primary aspects of the radio personae of both Christine 
and the DeZurik sisters that was emphasized in The WLS Family Album. The caption to 
Christine’s picture in the 1937 Family Album offered very little information about her, but it 
praised her skill, saying, “Her yodel songs go almost as high as the Swiss Alps where her 
ancestors used to live.”101 The DeZurik sisters were the only artists mentioned in the survey that 
were not included in the 1937 Family Album. Likely in part because of their popularity in the 
“Ideal Barn Dance” survey, the sisters did appear in the 1938 version of the Family Album, along 
with the caption: “Trick Yodelers: Caroline and Mary Jane DeZurik have lots of fun figuring out 
                                                
101 1937 WLS Family Album, in the Southern Folklife Collection Radio and Television Files #30015, Southern 
Folklife Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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new kinds of chirps and trills for their yodel songs. They’re always just as happy as they sound 
over the microphone.”102  
Whether described as play or power, the emphasis on the intrinsic rewards of musical 
labor in all of these examples is central to the virtuoso persona. Adorno argues that the skill 
displayed by the virtuoso performer must go past mastery and return precisely as play: “It is not 
simply control over nature as dominion over the material and the playing mechanism; rather it 
loses its power and its severity by playing with that control.”103 Yet the idea that an aspect of 
play might return within musical labor goes against much of the scholarship on play. The 
sociologist Roger Callois argues that the whole concept of play rests on its differences from 
labor. Following on the work of historian Johan Huizinga, Callois claims that the characteristic 
feature of play is that “it creates no wealth or goods, thus differing from work or art.”104  
The virtuoso persona thus performs a supposed impossibility, executing labor whose self-
affirming and self-displaying qualities are not subsumed by their economic outcomes. If the play 
of the virtuoso persona implies individual, intrinsic reward, it also involves the display of self to 
others. As Hans-Georg Gadamer argues, “first and foremost, play is self-presentation.”105 
Furthermore, listeners do not simply observe these personae—they are free to imagine them as 
their own, experimenting with the possibilities they present. They may perceive a musical 
persona as a more or less factual projection directly tied to a performer’s “true” identity, which is 
generally the case for the virtuoso persona that displays skill (as is primarily the case for 
                                                
102 1938 WLS Family Album, in the Southern Folklife Collection Radio and Television Files #30015, Southern 
Folklife Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
103 Theodor W. Adorno, Towards a Theory of Musical Reproduction: Notes, a Draft, and Two Schemata, ed. Henri 
Lonitz, trans. Wieland Hoban (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2006), 227. 
104 Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and Games, trans. Meyer Barash (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 5.  
105 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 1st paperback ed., rev. trans. by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. 
Marshall (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 113.  
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Christine and the DeZurik Sisters), but they are also at liberty to view those personae as available 
to them for experimentation and for reimagining their own identities. 
The most basic characteristic of the virtuoso persona, then, is that its musical labor is 
perceived as partially unalienated. This is not to say that it is undertaken in some sort of natural, 
prelapsarian state. Rahel Jaeggi defines alienation as “a deficient relation one has to oneself, to 
the world, and to others.”106 It is not a lack of relation, but “a relation of relationlessness”—a 
relation in which the valual aspects that shape our meaningful connection to the contents of our 
experience are absent or weakened.107 Conversely, unalienated labor is characterized by a 
relation—or rather, multiple relations—of value. It is labor that accomplishes and enacts our 
values, and thus ourselves.  
Even when the performer is a professional entertainer, the virtuoso persona is not simply 
doing a job. Certainly there are other parts of the persona—it can be portrayed as serious, 
comical, bombastic, subtle, male, female, urban, rural—but the key element is that listeners 
perceive the skilled labor of performance as in some way exceeding the demands of work. This 
does not mean that the performer’s skill must go “past mastery,” as Adorno suggests, but that a 
sense of play must be restored in the act of musical labor. They may or may not display skill that 
goes far beyond what the musical contexts demands, but their performance is not merely 
economically-motivated work. Whether ornamenting a tune, improvising a variation, 
undertaking a showpiece, or performing a sentimental song, the virtuoso persona is never merely 
“doing her job.”  
                                                
106 Rahel Jaeggi, Alienation (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 5. 
107 Ibid., 26. 
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WLS seems to have realized that part of listeners’ enjoyment in the display of skill was 
their perception that it was also directly rewarding to the performer. Readers were assured that 
the DeZurik Sisters have “lots of fun figuring out new kinds of chirps and trills for their yodel 
songs,” and were always “just as happy as they sound” This way of characterizing their activities 
was clearly effective with listeners; one of the most recurring themes of the letters in Stand By is 
how much fun the performers on WLS are always having playing music. While this aspect of the 
virtuoso persona is not universally discussed in terms like “play” or “fun,” the issue is still one of 
affect and surplus. Outside of the barn dance, even the performer whose face portrays anguish or 
exhaustion is usually understood as doing so in the service of “expression”—an ambiguous 
category that connotes at the very least that musicians maintain some sort of direct and 
meaningful relation to the music that their labor produces.  
Even on WLS, the virtuoso aspects of a performer’s persona could be incorporated in 
diverse ways. Consider a different type of group from the survey, the Hoosier Hotshots. The 
comedic number “Meet me by the Ice House Lizzie” relies very little on lyrical content for its 
humor, and instead features a great deal of instrumental hijinks. Most notably, this included the 
use of what they called the “zither,” which was not a zither at all but a washboard (with novelty 
percussion instruments attached) that they played aggressively in the background of every 
instrumental break. One source of interest in this music is the friction between the Hotshots’ 
personae and the music they perform—they are presented as excellent musicians who can’t help 
but be comedians. They are constantly joking but “beneath their comic exterior [they] have a rare 
gift for music.”108 There is a strong virtuoso element to their personae, and their technical 
mastery over instruments is augmented by the fact that they often play found objects and toys. 
                                                
108 1935 WLS Family Album, in the Southern Folklife Collection Radio and Television Files #30015, Southern 
Folklife Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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Rather than valuing either the musical work or persona over the other, it is the interaction that 
lends the Hoosier Hotshots’ performances a large part of their interest. Their claims to “farm 
boy” identities did not simply excuse their jazz-inflected performances; it provided an added 
layer of interest for their rural personae to interact with their comic, jazz style. Instead of 
perceiving a clash between their comedic demeanor and their claims to musical mastery, it was 
precisely this mastery that allowed them to “play” rather than simply work. 
The virtuoso persona’s relation to its own musical labor may also be influenced by the 
myths of genius discussed earlier in this chapter. Through the constant mix of claims to “natural” 
hillbilly talent and hard-won skill gained through work-ethic, rural variety radio musicians 
performed a nuanced relation to their own labor. As musicians who hone their craft, they 
demonstrate their agency in choosing not just the type of work they will do but the extent to 
which they will master it. The idea of “natural” skill partially opposes this agency—musicians 
simply do what they do; they have no choice in the matter—but it still concerns their unalienated 
relationship to their labor. As Gustavus Stadler argues, the idea of the “natural” genius connects 
“artistic production” by various marginalized groups to “a fantasy of labor so unalienated that 
one need not even exert one’s will to do it: the energy is merely in the ‘blood.’”109 Such positive 
stereotypes can also be deployed in order to deny any agency to members of any marginalized 
group and exercise power over them, but both the “natural” and “hard work” explanations of a 
virtuoso persona can maintain a persona’s relation to labor that audiences find enviable.  
The virtuoso persona in general performs a way of relating to one’s own labor, a way of 
imagining work as enjoyable and inherently rewarding. As Judith Hamera argues, the virtuoso 
persona provides “‘plots of possibility’ for audiences—seeming mastery of one’s own labor and 
                                                
109 Gustavus Stadler, Troubling Minds: The Cultural Politics of Genius in the United States, 1840–1890 
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the affective surplus it generates.”110 The specifics of these plots vary greatly, but the key is that 
the virtuoso persona’s labor accomplishes the most culturally salient forms of value in a given 
time and place. During the tremendous economic stress and rapid urbanization, musicians able to 
make a living, maintain rural values, and truly enjoy their work were immensely appealing. 
Audiences of rural variety radio were keenly aware that this was paid work, and as Diane 
Pecknold argues, the commercial success of these musicians was meaningful to them in its own 
right.111 But from the standpoint of listeners—at least those who loved the National Barn Dance 
and participated in the survey—the impressive skill displayed by the WLS performers was not a 
chore, nor a cynical trick employed for money. It was work that was done so well that it was 
partially returned to play. It was skill that delighted both listener and performer, who were, as 
WLS never tired of repeating, “radio friends.”  
Sales in the Home and the Advertising Persona 
Thus far, I have primarily considered the aesthetic and ethical aspects of value in downhome 
virtuosity, but these values were constantly interacting with the economic interests of the 
programs and their sponsors. In his report on the outcome of the “Ideal Barn Dance” survey, 
Biggar came to the following conclusions:  
I am certain, however, that this survey is proof that the great cross-section of National 
Barn Dance listeners still prefer those principles of Barn Dance building which have 
always prevailed, viz: personality; simplicity; sincerity; ability to “sell” numbers; 
selections of proper numbers for various acts; and variety with old-time flavor, comedy 
and novelty predominating.112 
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It is no coincidence that Biggar begins his list of successful characteristics with 
“personality.” As historian Warren Susman has argued, one of the primary shifts in twentieth-
century American culture was a move away from the Victorian emphasis on “character” in favor 
of “personality.” The most widely quoted definition of character was Emerson’s: “Moral order 
through the medium of individual nature.”113 Conversely, nearly all of the advice manuals 
published between 1900 and 1920 stressed the importance of personality, defining it as “the 
quality of being somebody.”114 Whereas character stresses the moral obligation of the individual 
within a social order, personality is a response to the threat that one might have no place within 
that social order at all. Personality is a response to the mass culture of the age of electronic 
media. As Susman writes “We live now constantly in a crowd: how can we distinguish ourselves 
from others in that crowd?”115 
It seems likely that Biggar was familiar with the discourse about personality. His 
summary of the barn dance survey nearly quoted his own comments from 1935 at the end of 100 
WLS Favorites. There he told readers:  
We have endeavored to have this program radiate simplicity, informality, friendliness, 
understanding and good clean fun. The boys and girls of the hayloft crew nearly all came 
from rural communities and they know that sincerity—the art of being natural—is of the 
utmost importance.116  
 
The musical persona might be understood as the quality of being somebody in and through 
music, and barn dance performers accomplished this by utilizing their skills in “the art of being 
natural.” 
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In addition to contributing to the popularity of performers, personality was considered 
particularly useful in conveying the desirability of products. Writing in a business journal in 
1934, the academic and occasional radio executive Herman Hettinger wrote of sound’s ability to 
convey personality, a quality that he believed to be so strong that it compensated for the lack of 
visual stimulation inherent in the medium:  
Psychologically, radio has the advantage of the spoken versus the written word, and as 
such has greater memory value where presentation of copy content is to be considered. 
However, it has the disadvantage of not having the assistance of the illustration, of being 
limited to comparatively short copy, and of being incapable of being re-read. Yet, it 
possesses the vital if thus far somewhat unappreciated, asset of voice personality, and the 
quality of being a personal, conversational appeal to an individual listener.117  
 
Hettinger goes on to note that broadcast radio was experienced on a more individual, person-to-
person level than other mass media: “Radio is communication between the announcer and each 
individual listener, not between one person and massed millions.”118 This direct contact was 
reason to fault the medium for “follow[ing] too closely the footsteps of the theater, concert hall, 
and vaudeville.” The greatest potential of radio was to serve as “entertainment ideally adapted 
for consumption in the home,” which is precisely what the radio barn dance strove to be.119 
 These ideas of personality and approachability had been absorbed by the president of 
WLS as well, as Burridge D. Butler wrote in the first issue of the WLS fan magazine that would 
eventually be renamed Stand By: 
WLS is very friendly, and is at its best when it expresses personality in the most natural 
way. You hear a friendly voice in your home that comes to you out of the air. When the 
song is ended you wish to know the singer because you warm in response to the 
personality that beckons to you in friendship so naturally. It is not the art of the play actor 
                                                
117 Herman S. Hettinger, “The Future of Radio as an Advertising Medium,” Journal of Business of the University of 
Chicago 7, no. 4 (October 1934): 295. 
118 Ibid., 290. 
119 Ibid., 295. 
  175 
culturally correct, but the heart and emotion of the unseen singer that goes out to you in 
the song.120 
 
This supposedly direct connection to listeners combined with the domestic personae presented by 
performers leant itself ideally to the promotion of domestic products. Thus Hettinger made the 
easy prediction in 1934: “It seems reasonable to assume that convenience goods, foods, food 
beverages, drugs, pharmaceuticals, toilet goods, tobacco products, and similar items will 
continue to occupy the position of major importance in national radio advertising.”121 These were 
precisely the types of products that rural variety radio hawked throughout the 1930s, using the 
downhome personae of artists to recommend domestic goods to their friends and neighbors.  
 As Hettinger highlighted, health products were particularly popular sponsors, as they 
could be marketed as beneficial to every member of the family. Alka-Seltzer was one of the 
longest-running sponsors of the WLS National Barn Dance, and other less prominent brands 
often produced smaller variety shows that aired outside of the Saturday evening slot. Pinex 
cough syrup was a bargain cold remedy that sponsored a morning program on WLW-Cincinnati 
with performers brought by John Lair from WLS. In between numbers, a man complaining of a 
cough was told immediately by a kindly female voice to “Take this Pinex I got for the 
children.”122 Creators of radio programs clearly had housewives in mind as they produced their 
morning programs, and virtually any product was placed in the context of the family home.  
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The Kentucky PlayParty and the Unsponsored Variety Show 
The effects of sponsorship on the presentation of rural variety radio and its construction of 
downhome virtuosity can perhaps best be seen by examining two surviving transcription discs of 
a program that was initially unsponsored, The Kentucky Playparty on WHAS-Louisville. The 
first recording is from when the Playparty was a sustaining program, meaning the broadcasting 
station funded the program itself.123 Such programs were intended partially as a public service of 
sorts, showing a station’s dedication to providing quality programming and ideally building good 
will with listeners. The earlier transcription of the Playparty welcomes listeners and declares:  
All your favorite old-time, western, and novelty groups that you hear at various times 
throughout the week over WHAS are gathered together here in the studio to entertain you 
to the best of their ability for the next 45 minutes. So roll back your rugs, everybody, and 
get set to join in the fun of The Kentucky Playparty!124 
 
True to the function of sustaining programs, The Kentucky Playparty was a showcase of sorts, 
meant to highlight the very best of the WHAS line-up that appeared on other programs 
throughout the week.  
One of the differences between this sustaining program and sponsored variety programs 
is how aggressively it promotes the skill of its performers. While introducing “The 12th Street 
Rag”—a popular showpiece—the MC compliments guitarist Harry Adams incessantly: 
 
Buddy: And now friends, we have something else here that’s really alright, too. None 
other than Harry Adams. And say, Harry, where is it you hail from here in Kentucky? 
 
Harry: I hail from Sawyersville, Kentucky. 
 
Buddy: You hail from Sawyersville? [laughter] And believe you me, if all guitar players 
around Sawyersville can do what Harry Adams can do, well, the whole town of 
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Sawyersville can move right in on The Kentucky Playparty tomorrow. Because Harry 
Adams fingers fly over the guitar so, oh well, I’ll just let you hear him. Harry, how ‘bout 
you steppin’ up to that microphone there and rippin’ off a bit of one the toughest numbers 
ever written for execution: “The 12th Street Rag” 
 
Adams responds to the praise and build-up about his performance simply by stating his 
hometown, and the MC does all the promotional work from there. Like other rural variety 
performers, Adams says little during his exchange with Buddy. He allows the MC to heap praise 
upon him before backing it up by taking the piece at a blazing tempo.  
A performance of “Arkansas Traveller” by Johnny Ford did not receive the same 
aggressive verbal framing, but the tune is packed with devices that draw attention to the 
musician’s skill: a highly ornamented theme, nearly constant double-stops, a syncopated cross-
rhythm, and a break-neck double-time for good measure. But almost as remarkable as these 
musical devices is the fact that Ford has time to introduce them at all. Fiddle tunes often 
consisted of two eight-measure sections performed in simple AABB form. In other contexts a 
fiddler would continue repeating this form, but many rural variety radio programs allowed 
fiddlers to play through it only once. They were thus regularly no more than thirty to forty-five 
seconds long, but Ford’s performance lasts for nearly a minute and a half, allowing three full 
repetitions of the AABB form. Although this is still rather short when compared to nearly all of 
the sung repertoire on these programs, it allowed for enough passes through the material to 
introduce variations and embellishment. If some listeners did not pick up on the musical cues, 
Ford’s performance might have drawn their attention simply because it was at least twice as long 
as was common. 
Fiddling was one aspect of rural variety radio that might be singled out as astounding or 
completely ignored depending on context. On programs that featured a studio audience with 
staged dancing—like The National Barn Dance had since the early 1930s—the fiddle tunes were 
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accompaniment and needed no explanation regarding their function or value. Yet these programs 
seemed also to recognize that dancing was not terribly interesting radio entertainment, such that 
programs with live dancing regularly faded the music to the background and read advertising 
copy over it for the listeners at home. On programs that did not attempt to incorporate a caller or 
even an imagined dance, like the many midweek and daytime programs that featured performers 
from the barn dance, fiddlers were far more likely to be praised for their technical abilities. The 
playing was often more adventurous as well, as the fiddle tunes became breakdowns in the sense 
suggested in the 1944 publication Hill Country Tunes—no longer accompaniments, but ‘broken-
down dance tunes’ that were meant to be both sonically exciting and technically impressive.125  
Sustaining programs like The Kentucky Playparty allowed the most leeway for musical 
display and provided the most aggressive promotion of that display primarily because they 
lacked a commercial sponsor. An account of listeners’ perspectives on advertising from 
sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld sheds light on how listeners in the 1930s and 1940s related to 
programs as overtly commercial affairs, and why The Kentucky Playparty was so aggressive in 
promoting the skill of its performers. Most listeners, Lazarsfeld found, did not mind the presence 
of advertising.126 Only 35% of respondents to his survey reported that they preferred 
commercial-free radio; in fact, 23% appreciated advertising because it gave them “helpful hints 
for their practical problems in everyday life.” Furthermore, Lazarsfeld reports that it was 
common knowledge within the radio trade that “the same program, when it acquires a sponsor, 
finds a larger audience.”127 Lazarsfeld does not correlate the addition of sponsorship with a wider 
broadcast area, a better time-slot, or other factors that would explain this growth in listenership. 
                                                
125 S.P. Bayard, Hill Country Tunes (Philadelphia, PA: American Folklore Society, 1944), xxiii. 
126 Paul Lazarsfeld, The People Look at Radio (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1946), 22–23.  
127 Ibid.  
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Instead, he suggests that many saw the quality of programs as a direct result of their financial 
support from advertising firms, such that an unsponsored program might be suspect.128 The 
constant advertisements that accompanied barn dance programming may have been experienced 
as annoyances by some, but they also served as direct proof of a program’s quality. The Kentucky 
Playparty likely had to counteract potential listener bias against their lack of advertising—if it 
was so good, why was it not sponsored? 
In addition to attempting to assure listeners of the program’s quality, The Kentucky 
Playparty was also likely attempting to attract a sponsor. The second surviving transcription disc 
of the program—from barely ten months later—shows that the it had indeed added sponsorship 
from ColorBak hair dye. On this program, both the verbal framing and the actual performances 
are more restrained. Having gained a sponsor, with wares to hawk other than their own music 
and programming, The Kentucky Playparty took an approach more typical of other sponsored 
programs. Thus the performance of humility within downhome virtuosity was simultaneously a 
reflection of ethical values as well as a response to the economic fact that musicians on 
sponsored variety radio were not ultimately selling themselves.129 Instead, programs had to sell 
the sponsored product to listeners without alienating them, for it was access to those same 
listeners that they needed to sell to the sponsor.130 Downhome virtuosity on rural variety radio 
promised more than quality programming—it offered listeners a comfortable but memorable 
event for which they were present, a moment of skillful display which they took part in as a 
                                                
128 This relates closely to Diane Pecknold’s claim that “the fact of country’s commercial popularity or lack of it—the 
music’s status as a consumer product—was an issue to which many listeners, fans and critics alike, attached 
meaning and importance.” See Pecknold, The Selling Sound, 4.  
129 This is in contrast the tendency to see self-promotion as a key aspect of the virtuoso. See Paul Metzner, 
Crescendo of the Virtuoso: Spectacle, Skill, and Self-promotion in Paris During the Age of Revolution (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998), 1–3.  
130 Taylor, The Sounds of Capitalism, 51–55. 
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domestic ritual of radio listening. Programs attempted to create value in every possible way, 
hoping to bring listeners back each week through pleasing sounds, comedy, nostalgia, domestic 
propriety, and a specific sort of downhome virtuosity.  
Conclusion: “Extraordinary Manual Dexterity Combined with Unique Musical 
Interpretation” 
 
This chapter has argued that rural variety radio programs participated in the construction of 
downhome virtuosity, adding the excitement of skill, its entertainment value, and its ethical 
overtones to the aesthetic enjoyment of music and a nostalgic vision of the past. Listeners, 
programmers, performers, and advertisers co-constructed a certain type of rural persona that 
reflected the complex values upon which that identity was based. As a closing example of this 
phenomenon, I turn to an excerpt from a program called Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers 
from 1938 that contrasts with the standard mode of presenting skill on rural variety radio. In 
addition to providing a point of contrast to many of the examples that have gone before, this 
example further demonstrates that the downhome mode of presenting skill was so widely 
practiced and recognized by the late 1930s that deviating from it could be used as a source of 
humor. 
 Immediately following a tenor’s performance of the vaudeville song “I’m Always 
Chasing Rainbows,” the banter between the MC (Skipper) and the program’s titular character 
(Captain Stubby) resumes: 
Skipper: Well, Captain Stubby, any more tenor-type fellas up your sleeve? 
Captain Stubby: Ah, no thanks, Skipper, but we have some accordion and clarinet. 
Skipper: Yes, and in the hands of Tony Wahlberg and Jerry Richards, these instruments 
take wing as the boys play “Flight of the Bumblebee.”131 
                                                
131 Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers, c. 1938, John Lair Papers, JL DT 004-B, track 34, Berea College Special 
Collections & Archives, Berea, KY. 
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Despite being a nearly note-for-note transcription of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
original, the subsequent performance would probably not have been received by most American 
listeners as an excerpt from a Russian opera. Rather, the composition had been absorbed into 
American culture as the musical theme for the popular radio program “The Green Hornet” 
beginning in 1936. In addition to its cultural salience, the commentary on the piece introduces 
the number while notifying audiences of the somewhat unusual instrumentation to be used, 
although it does not mention the accompanying guitar. In the process of making a less than 
subtle pun on the piece’s name, the commentary also points out that the instruments themselves 
will “take wing” in the hands of the musicians, potentially framing listeners’ attention to the skill 
deployed in the piece’s execution. After the performance, the MC begins a standard 
congratulatory comment that quickly goes awry: 
Skipper: That was fine, Jerry and Tony, simply fine. 
 
Jerry and Tony: Only fine? (laughter by all) 
 
Skipper: Well, I could say it showed extraordinary manual dexterity combined with 
unique musical interpretation. 
 
Captain Stubby: Mmm, yeah, and we could get along with the show. 
 
Skipper: Ah, especially now that Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers are all set to do an 
old favorite Western ballad, “Cool Water.”132 
 
The closing exchange leaves no room for doubt as to how listeners were meant to 
interpret the previous performance. The musicians are given an enthusiastic, if unsatisfying 
reaction that prompts a sing-song response of “only fine?” Such a comment is in some way 
understandable; pieces like Flight of the Bumblebee are unlikely to be valued solely for their 
sonic qualities. “Fine” misses the point. The piece is meant to be exciting, and the MC and other 
                                                
132 Ibid. 
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listeners were meant to value the means employed by the musicians as well as the musical end 
achieved. If the performance itself had not been obvious enough, their response makes it clear: 
this music should not simply please. Its execution ought to impress.  
 Yet, on another level, the musicians’ request for more praise is out of place, which 
is partially why it prompts laughter. As I have shown throughout this chapter, quiet acceptance 
of compliments, even after an obvious showpiece, was standard practice. In general, musicians 
on rural variety radio had to perform a humble persona—or at least avoid direct, verbal self-
promotion—no matter how much their actual performances were intended to amaze. Demanding 
praise is so out of character for the musicians on these programs that it seems to throw the MC 
out of his standard role as well. The Skipper’s compliment—“extraordinary manual dexterity 
combined with unique musical interpretation”— aptly describes the skill just displayed, but 
dwelling on it and spelling it out so precisely goes against the role of the MC on this type of 
program. Indeed, the Skipper’s adopts a self-consciously learned tone during the phrase, drawing 
out the first syllable of “musical” to emphasize this shift. Less conversational and seemingly 
more precise, the phrase “extraordinary manual dexterity” veers into the realm of propositional 
statement rather than evocative description, and it carries none of the standard markers of 
downhome virtuosity. No longer inviting the listener’s participation—beckoning as Lair’s MC’s 
implicitly did to “perceive as I perceive, experience as I experience”—the Skipper’s definition is 
too cold and analytical. All virtuosity is social, but downhome virtuosity is overt about its 
sociality. It must involve and move the listeners tuning in from home, before moving on to the 
next song, sketch, or advertisement. 
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CHAPTER 4: COSMOPOLITAN VIRTUOSITY IN THE RECEPTION OF YEHUDI 
MENUHIN AND RAVI SHANKAR 
 
 
On December 10, 1967, the United Nations hosted a concert with “two leading virtuosos” 
to commemorate the proclamation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Violinist 
Yehudi Menuhin and sitarist Pandit Ravi Shankar each played individual selections in the live 
performance, but the announced “highlight of the evening”—and the only part televised— was 
“a duet for violin and sitar.”1 Serving as individual icons of their respective musical traditions, 
Menuhin and Shankar’s musical collaboration projected a sense of “cross-cultural 
rapprochement” that fit the political and humanitarian goals of the organization.2 Their musical 
common ground provided hope for other commonality on which to build international 
cooperation. UN president Cornellu Manescu’s opening remarks expanded on why the duet was 
particularly meaningful: 
Ladies and Gentlemen, outstanding masters of music […] are bringing us tonight the 
profoundly human message of their art. The fact that the talents of the great artists who 
will enchant us tonight match so well together in their joint composition testifies to the 
universal nature of art. The priceless values of culture and civilization find their supreme 
expression in the respect for human dignity, to which we are summoned in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.3  
                                                
1 United Nations, “Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin - Human Rights Day Concert 10 December 1967,” accessed 
July 13, 2016, http://webtv.un.org/watch/ravi-shankar-and-yehudi-menuhin-human-rights-day-concert-10-december-
1967/2033645153001. 
2 Ethnomusicologist and accomplished performer A. J. Racy has noted that intercultural collaborations like Menuhin 
and Shankar’s often take on overtly political meanings, even in contexts that are less obviously politicized than a 
U.N. celebration. See A. J. Racy, “Musical Improvisation: Play, Efficacy, and Significance,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Critical Improvisation Studies, vol. 2, ed. Benjamin Piekut and George E. Lewis (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 239. 
3 United Nations, “Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin - Human Rights Day Concert 10 December 1967,” accessed 
July 13, 2016, http://webtv.un.org/watch/ravi-shankar-and-yehudi-menuhin-human-rights-day-concert-10-december-
1967/2033645153001. 
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Despite Manescu’s rhetoric of artistic universality, Shankar and Menuhin did not think of 
their performance as a harbinger of undifferentiated musical universalism. In a brief interview 
just before the performance, a television reporter asked the musicians if there would be “a day 
when there will be a common, really common universal music,” but before he could finish the 
question both men interrupted with shouts of dismay. Shankar began, “No, that is something that 
none of us really…” as Menuhin joined in: “That would be dreadful! We want variety. The 
excitement here is the contrast and the variety.” Collecting himself, Menuhin continued: 
I’d hate nothing more than a uniform world. A world in which there were one language, 
one kind of music. That would be absolutely intolerable. We are different people and 
different civilizations so that we can express different approaches to life. And the 
excitement is precisely because we are different. If we were the same, it wouldn’t be so 
interesting.4  
 
Following this exchange, Shankar and Menuhin performed “Raga Piloo,” a piece written by 
Shankar for this performance and soon released on the second volume of his and Menuhin’s 
successful West Meets East recordings. Just a moment into the performance, he and Menuhin 
demonstrated the compatibility of their skill with a rapid unison passage, ascending and 
descending through the contours of the raga.  
The tension between Manescu’s reference to universality and the two musicians’ defense 
of musical difference is a decidedly cosmopolitan one. “Reduced to a slogan,” as philosopher 
Kwame Anthony Appiah puts it, cosmopolitanism is “universality plus difference.”5 Historically, 
cosmopolitanism referred to an ethical perspective that aspired to “a universalistic morality” 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006), 151.  
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eschewing “parochial, especially national, limitations or prejudices.”6 Of course, no 
cosmopolitan can simply glimpse “the universal;” in seeking to move beyond local limitations, 
the practice of cosmopolitanism generally requires encountering and potentially incorporating 
the perspectives of some other locality or way of life. The flood of scholarly interest on 
cosmopolitanism at the beginning of the twenty-first century increasingly turned to it as lived 
experience, or what Bruce Robbins calls “actually existing cosmopolitanism.”7 Within 
cosmopolitanism as it is lived, we find a messy set of practices in which people’s experiences, 
identities, and values are translocal and transcultural. 
It is not surprising that a performance like Shankar’s and Menuhin’s might take on 
cosmopolitan meanings at an event dedicated to celebrating universal human rights, and the 
backgrounds of both musicians made them ideal candidates for such a project.8 
Ethnomusicologist and sitarist Stephen Slawek points out that Shankar’s well-travelled father, 
Pandit Shyam Shankar Chaudhuri, “open[ed] the doors to the West for his sons,” which in turn 
allowed Shankar to develop the “family aptitude for showmanship and stagecraft” in the context 
of “extensive cross-cultural experiences.”9 Menuhin described himself in deeply cosmopolitan 
                                                
6 Catherine Lu, “The One and Many Faces of Cosmopolitanism,” The Journal of Political Philosophy 8, no. 2 
(2000): 245. 
7 Bruce Robbins, “Introduction, Part I: Actually Existing Cosmopolitanism,” in Cosmopolitics: Thinking and 
Feeling Beyond the Nation, Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins, eds., (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1998), 3; another seminal work from this time period is Carol A. Breckenridge et al., eds., Cosmopolitanism 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000). 
8 In many ways, the cosmopolitan experiences of Menuhin and Shankar fit the model of the nineteenth century 
touring virtuoso in Europe, whose travels conferred a cosmopolitan identity. Liszt, for example, drew on his 
family’s Hungarian origins to maintain an “Eastern exoticism,” which also assisted him in developing “a 
cosmopolitan European identity.” The difference in the cosmopolitanism virtuosity I discuss here is that it extends 
beyond each man’s individual identity and experience to include the cross-cultural appeal and applicability of their 
skills. On Liszt’s development of a cosmopolitan identity, see Alicia Levin, “Seducing Paris: Piano Virtuosos and 
Artistic Identity, 1820-1848” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2009), 50. 
 
9 Stephen Slawek, “Ravi Shankar as Mediator between a Traditional Music and Modernity,” in Ethnomusicology 
and Modern Music History, ed. Stephen Blum, Philip V. Bohlman, and Daniel M. Neuman (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1991), 165. 
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terms as “the product of an upbringing not exclusively Jewish, not exclusively American, nor 
exclusively any other thing; one who has lived in many parts of the world and established ties 
with Asians African and Europeans, as well as his beloved Americans; one who has spent his life 
bridging gaps.”10  
Beyond their own cosmopolitan experiences and outlooks, cosmopolitanism became 
increasingly tied to the public meaning of their skill. One might assume that the excitement in 
“Raga Piloo” would come from the dazzling flashes of speed that it provides, and this is certainly 
an aspect of it. But part of what made their performance impressive was their ability to cross 
cultural lines. As Menuhin pointed out, it was precisely the combination of differences—and that 
the two musicians could successfully adapt to each other without erasing those differences—that 
provided the interest and excitement.  
In this chapter, I explore the intersections of virtuosity and cosmopolitanism. I argue that 
part of what counted as skill with regards to Menuhin and Shankar included the very versatility 
of their musical labor, their ability to cross cultural and stylistic lines, and their eventual 
intercultural collaborative success. Although the hallmarks of speed and precision were not 
abandoned, these were only part of the skills that audiences and critics valued. As seen in the 
opening example, Shankar and Menuhin’s collaborations had taken on overtly cosmopolitan 
meanings by the late 1960s, but the construction of cosmopolitan virtuosity had been ongoing for 
more than a decade.  
This chapter begins by briefly considering moments early in the careers of both 
musicians, exploring the draw of Yehudi Menuhin as a violin prodigy before contrasting his 
early specialization with the increasing versatility of his musical activities in the 1950s, including 
                                                
10 Yehudi Menuhin, Unfinished Journey (London: Macdonald and Jane’s, 1977), 274. 
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his promotion of Hindustani music on television and LP records. I then examine issues of 
exoticism and excitement in intercultural reception and how these inflected Shankar’s early 
career. The second half of the chapter focuses on Ravi Shankar’s reception in the United States 
beginning in the 1950s in order to explore how music once widely considered strange and 
unintelligible became a powerful vehicle for the display of skill. I consider how Shankar, 
promoters, and audiences came to understand his virtuosity through live performance as well as 
five LPs in which he balanced his roles as exotic other and eventual cosmopolitan collaborator 
with Menuhin. I then conclude by elaborating the public meanings of each man’s virtuoso 
identity. 
Cosmopolitan Virtuosity and Virtuoso Identity 
Cosmopolitan virtuosity was a departure from the accepted standards of the master performer in 
both Menuhin’s and Shankar’s respective traditions. Although understandings of skill differ 
between these two traditions, the early twentieth-century virtuoso in both was deeply specialized. 
In European classical music, the increasing division of musical labor had narrowed the virtuoso’s 
role from the performer-improviser-composer of Liszt or Paganini to that of a dedicated 
interpreter of pre-existing musical works.11 Although the musician in Hindustani music at this 
time was still an improvising composer-performer, it was common for musicians in the early 
twentieth century to specialize in narrowly defined styles, or even to play only the slow opening 
alap section of a raga.12 Both Menuhin and Shankar eventually departed from these models, 
emphasizing the versatility of their skills. Each in his own way took on the role of cultural 
                                                
11 There is also an intermediate stage between these two. Jascha Heifetz or Vladimir Horowitz were not composers, 
but they maintained the Lisztian tradition of the virtuoso as arranger.  
12 Ravi Shankar, My Music, My Life (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968), 62. 
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spokesman who was not simply master of a single specialized repertoire, but a musician whose 
diverse skill allowed him to pursue his expansive interests and appeal to diverse audiences. 
There are three interrelated components to my definition of cosmopolitan virtuosity. 
First, virtuosity can be cosmopolitan in appeal. Virtuosity becomes cosmopolitan in appeal when 
the ability to successfully display skill to those outside of one’s own cultural in-group is both 
proof and part of skill. Second, virtuosity can be cosmopolitan in meaning. As seen in the 
opening example, the collaboration of two accomplished instrumentalists from different 
traditions demonstrated the ideals of intercultural cooperation and the promise of a broad human 
solidarity. Even when the circumstances foreground the intercultural aspects of a performance 
less overtly, audiences can find the very act of attending to skill outside of traditions with which 
they directly identify to enact two key aspects of cosmopolitanism—self-expansion and self-
critique—though the emphasis is most often on the first of these.13 Third, virtuosity becomes 
cosmopolitan in performance when crossing cultural or stylistic lines within music-making 
becomes part of what counts as skill, and this is readily accomplished through collaboration with 
another musician from outside one’s own tradition or genre. A pre-existing virtuoso identity 
often serves to legitimate intercultural collaboration—masters are allowed to expand beyond 
their own cultural and artistic milieu—even as such collaboration demonstrates that the 
musicians involved are exceptionally skilled. As we will see, Western performers like Menuhin 
were regularly praised for such boundary-crossing, whereas Shankar had to navigate far more 
carefully. 
                                                
13 Gerard Delanty emphasizes that cosmopolitanism includes an expansion of cultural traditions in which one can 
participate and a concurrent “self-problematization” that arises through this pluralization. See Gerard Delanty, The 
Cosmopolitan Imagination: The Renewal of Critical Social Theory (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 68. 
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This final chapter differs from the previous ones in significant ways. In Chapter 2, Tony 
Melendez and his audiences made little reference to dominant discourses of virtuosity, and 
Chapter 3 explored a form of virtuosity that occasionally defined itself expressly against the 
world of European classical music. In this chapter, however, the intersection of virtuosity and 
cosmopolitanism initially grows out of European art music’s dominant discourses about 
virtuosity. If virtuosity in Europe during the nineteenth century often denoted the expansion of 
the limits of instrumental or vocal technique, the cosmopolitan virtuosity I explore in this chapter 
consists partially in an expansion of musical roles and across musical cultures.  
Also unlike previous chapters, where the terms “virtuosity” and “virtuoso” appear only 
sparingly in the actual materials, both terms have been widely used to describe Menuhin and 
Shankar. Although critics often use virtuosity to refer simply to speed, I continue my argument 
that the scope of the phenomenon is wider than the term’s direct usage always indicates. 
Furthermore, despite the presumed function of the critic as expert, the intercultural dynamics 
involved often precluded critics from playing such a role.14 Instead, they regularly admitted their 
lack of expertise, forced to come to grips with virtuosity as novices. Menuhin’s and Shankar’s 
examples show how ideas about virtuosity shape the phenomenon even as the practices that put 
these ideas into action open them up to transformation or revision.  
The Draw of the Prodigy 
Yehudi Menuhin was one of the twentieth century’s most prominent examples of the virtuoso 
within the tradition of European art music. As a violin prodigy and international musical 
                                                
14 I use “intercultural” to denote dynamics of exchange between cultures and “cross-cultural” to indicate a 
comparison between two ostensibly separate cultures. 
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celebrity from the age of ten, he was an object of fascination and wonder.15 Although one 
newspaper offered a “reincarnation theory” in a desperate attempt to account for his impressive 
skill, part of the draw of prodigies like Menuhin is that they defy explanation.16 Audiences 
understood his instrumental prowess through both the aesthetic lens of the musical tradition in 
which he participated and through the frame of his bodily difference, which in his case took the 
form of his age. His early performances and celebrated recordings were primarily of concerti—
those proven vehicles for virtuosic display—and his youth made his ability all the more 
compelling and spectacular. Even as a boy of 11, audiences and critics praised Menuhin’s skill as 
both technical and interpretive. In 1927, Olin Downes applauded Menuhin’s uncanny maturity in 
his interpretation of Beethoven’s violin concerto: 
The hall was crowded to capacity with an audience which had gathered with curiosity 
rather than belief that a child could adequately interpret such a composition, even if be 
were able to deal with its technical demands. But when the bow touched the strings it was 
evident that an exceptional musical intelligence and sensibility, as well as uncommonly 
good technical groundwork, were behind the performance.17 
 
This was particularly meaningful because most critics believed the composer’s works could not 
be played successfully by child prodigies, who would have stuck with Paganini and the like.  
In his admirable technical and interpretive execution of a canon of works of well-known 
difficulty, Menuhin as prodigy fits well into the models of virtuosity laid out by Philip Auslander 
and V. A. Howard that I have referenced throughout this dissertation. There were plenty of other 
performances for comparison, and plenty of critics to make well-informed judgments. The guild 
and the market cooperated happily; audiences thrilled at his performances, and critics generally 
                                                
15 See “Paris Hails Boy Violinist: Yehudi Menuhin, Aged 10, Appears With Lamoureux Orchestra,” New York 
Times, February 8, 1927.  
16 “Critics Hint Reincarnation Theory to Explain Virtuosity of Menuhin,” The Atlanta Constitution, February 10, 
1935. 
17 Olin Downes, “Boy Violinist Stirs Hearers to Cheers,” New York Times, November 26, 1927. 
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approved. As a prodigy whose skill was seen as natural or even preternatural, Menuhin fits into 
the “possessed” myth of genius discussed in Chapter 3. Within this myth, the prodigy is 
understood as the vessel of some higher power; god, nature, the muses, or some other outside 
source bestows greatness upon the prodigy.18 Peter Kivy uses Mozart as his archetypal example 
of the possessed, and although he is more interested in Mozart as a composer, the model works 
equally well with Menuhin as a performer. Menuhin even saw himself this way in retrospect, 
remarking that in his childhood he played “more or less as the bird sings, instinctively, 
uncalculatingly, unthinkingly.”19  
As a prodigy who was “possessed” by his skill, Menuhin’s virtuosity provided yet 
another way of articulating the “fantasy of labor so unalienated that one need not even exert 
one’s will to do it.”20 As Alicia Levin notes, the prodigy’s role was to provide a supposed 
“expression of nature through the pure state of childhood.”21 By thus naturalizing the labor 
involved, the prodigy naturalizes the entire aesthetic system in which she or he excels. The 
prodigy supports the romantic dream that music is “something innate and interior in us, which 
does not ask to be nourished or informed by life.”22 If the preternatural ability of the prodigy is 
inexplicable through normal practices of acquired skill, then in many ways the whole aesthetic 
system takes on a more otherworldly, transcendent appeal.  
                                                
18 Peter Kivy, The Possessor and the Possessed: Handel Mozart, Beethoven and the Idea of Musical Genius (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 169.  
19 Quoted in Humphrey Burton, Yehudi Menuhin: A Life (Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press, 2001), 57. 
20 Gustavus Stadler, Troubling Minds: The Cultural Politics of Genius in the United States, 1840-1890 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 168. 
21 Alicia Levin, “Seducing Paris: Piano Virtuosos and Artistic Identity, 1820-1848” (PhD diss., University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2009), 58. 
22 Marc Pincherle, The World of the Virtuoso, trans. Lucile H. Brockway (New York: Norton, 1963), 67. 
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 Menuhin wore the myth of the possessed longer than many prodigies. He remained 
popular well into his adulthood throughout the 1940s, participating as a musician in World War 
II. This war effort was in some ways the beginning of Menuhin’s shift from the role of 
astounding prodigy to mature virtuoso who was also a moral model. As Annegret Fauser notes, 
many during World War II viewed classical music as “a mighty force for moral and emotional 
uplift.”23 Menuhin enjoyed a celebrity that crossed international borders while also cutting across 
many parts of American culture, appearing everywhere from concert halls to Al Jolson’s radio 
variety program.  
Despite this wide fame, prodigies are commonly thought of as carrying an expiration date 
when experience ruins their appeal or their easy mastery. Marc Pincherle recalls that there was a 
time when Menuhin seemed to lose some of his skill: “his sonority, for a year or two, became 
stereotyped, his vibrato increased, and some of his interpretations began to lose their beautiful 
simplicity of line.” Pincherle continues: “one could no longer expect from him the infallibility of 
a child, ignorant of the possibility of error, or that of a robot-violinist, a champion of speed and 
endurance.”24 But rather than fading into obscurity, Menuhin regained his footing, and the 
virtuoso prodigy changed into something else:  
His repertory is enormous, and does not stop growing; he has kept intact his curiosity 
about all the new music worth reading, but also, outside of his own sphere, of all that can 
enrich and ripen his personality.  
 
We have recently seen him become passionately interested in the music of the Far East 
and in the civilizations and forms of thought of which it is an integral part. All this leads 
one to believe that the radiance of Menuhin far surpasses that of an interpreter, even a 
gifted one. His activity as a virtuoso is only one of the provinces of a broad humanism, of 
which there are few equally accomplished examples.25  
                                                
23 Annegret Fauser, Sounds of War: Music in the United States During World War II (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 40. 
24 Pincherle, The World of the Virtuoso, 81–82. 
25 Ibid.  
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All these interests capture the versatility that was increasingly part of what made Menuhin so 
impressive. This intersection of virtuosity and “broad humanism” is one of the seeds that would 
drive the shift towards a more overtly cosmopolitan virtuosity.  
“Possessed” and “Possessor” on National Television 
In addition to explaining skill, the two myths of genius discussed in the previous section also 
function as two myths of authenticity. The “possessed” is simply what she or he is; in this 
version, authenticity is that which you cannot help but be. Conversely, the “possessor” is self-
made—authenticity as that which you have actively sought and become. This conceptual 
opposition, however, rarely remains so binary in practice. As demonstrated in the previous 
chapter’s discussion of downhome virtuosity, elements from both can be combined in seemingly 
contradictory ways, and both can be viewed as different paths to the same end: an authentic self 
engaged in unalienated labor. For his part, Menuhin described his training and re-training as a 
circular path “from intuition to intellectual analysis to restored spontaneity” that occurred 
throughout his adult life.26 In this formulation, the possessor becomes the possessed again as 
hard-won qualities are naturalized into a sort of second nature. The possessor’s conscious effort 
and careful choosing of paths eventually appears as if it were an inevitable inheritance from 
above. 
Few performances summarize Menuhin’s transition from possessed prodigy to self-
possessed virtuoso better than his 1955 appearance on the television variety program Omnibus at 
the age of 39. Omnibus was a product of the Ford Foundation’s TV-radio workshop, which 
aimed to improve programming in the newly dominant medium of television. This occurred in 
                                                
26 Menuhin, Unfinished Journey, 249. 
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the middle of a rapid spread of television across homes in the U.S. In 1946, there were 8,000 
televisions with sparse programming options; by 1954, over half of the population consumed 
television through an estimated 26 million sets.27 
Consistent with the goals of the Ford Foundation, Omnibus was a variety show based on 
a project of cultural uplift. In the first broadcast of Omnibus on November 9, 1952, the 
program’s host, Alistair Cooke, told viewers that the new show intended to provide “exceedingly 
various” programming. The initial moments of that first broadcast feature Cooke wordlessly 
motioning for audiences to follow him behind a curtain where he stared contemplatively at 
several statues before picking up a dictionary and quoting: “‘a large number of subjects all at 
once, comprising the same, of all forms and kinds, of exceeding variety.’ Well that’s it: omnibus, 
something for everybody.” The motto “something for everybody” sounds at first like the goal of 
all variety programming, but further viewing of Omnibus makes it clear that the program 
intended to provide a more high-class take on variety television. Cooke continued in his opening 
monologue: “you could call it a vaudeville show, but it will be a vaudeville show covering the 
arts, skills of many centuries and many countries. We hope that we’ll bring you the best of these 
exceedingly various things.”28 As yet another sign of class distinction, Cooke pronounced 
“vaudeville” as a proper French word and not the Americanized “vod-vill” that carried 
connotations of the lower-class masses. The program planned to appeal to everyone through a 
sort of privileged cosmopolitan consumption, curating the exotic and the superlative. 
On January 23, 1955—the same year in which Menuhin would later introduce Indian 
classical music to American television audiences through Omnibus—he appeared on the program 
                                                
27 See Theodore Caplow, Louis Hicks, and Ben J. Wattenberg, The First Measured Century: An Illustrated Guide to 
Trends in America, 1900–2000 (Washington, DC: AEI Press, 2001), 100–01. 
28 Omnibus, November 9, 1952, Catalog ID: T76:0056, The Paley Center for Media, New York.  
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in order to present a “violin lesson.” In reality, it was an opportunity for Menuhin to play some 
excerpts and to offer his perspective on style and interpretation. Alistair Cooke gave an extensive 
introduction that summarized Menuhin’s back-story and his path from possessed to possessor: 
About 30 years ago, the morning newspapers all around the world carried a story about 
an 8-year-old boy who brought the house down in San Francisco with his performance of 
the Mendelssohn violin concerto. This was that boy [shows film], Yehudi Menuhin, in a 
home movie, taken in the early 20s, with his parents and his two sisters, Hephzibah and 
Yaltah. As you see he was a normal, sturdy boy, nothing strange about him, except that 
he started to play the violin at the age of five, and after 3 years practice, played like a 
wizard. In fact, he was an infant prodigy. Now, the trouble with infant prodigies is, 
usually, that what´s prodigious about them fades with their infancy, but this boy never 
gave up the daily sweat, and he never lapsed. And in time he graduated from a prodigy, 
into a performer, a great performer, and we’re very privileged to have him with us today. 
Now, he’s going to play some Bach and Saint-Saëns, and in between, he’ll talk about the 
men who composed for the violin, and show you some of the resources of the instrument. 
Here is the violin concerto in E major, by Johann Sebastian Bach. 
 
After performing the first movement of the violin concerto (BWV 1042) and reminiscing 
about certain highlights of his career, the second half of the segment featured Menuhin executing 
particular techniques and narrating over them as they played back in slow motion. The use of 
slow motion brings Menuhin’s facility—the micro-level of bodily capacity discussed in Chapter 
1—to the fore. Menuhin narrates: “The other day, we were amusing ourselves with some slow 
motion photography…and we illustrated some technical things, among which is this fast 
fingering of the Paganini Perpetual Motion [Moto Perpetuo].”29 At this, the camera zooms in 
closely on his fingers as he plays the first 8 measures of the excerpt. Much like the radio 
examples from the previous chapter, Menuhin’s introduction of his own playing makes it clear 
that the viewers are meant to attend to his skill. The camera also frames Menuhin’s hands in a 
more literal way, reinforcing the spoken element through the visual component. During his 
opening performance of Bach, even the tightest close-up included his face, but during the slow-
                                                
29 Omnibus, January 23, 1955, Catalog ID: B:27476, The Paley Center for Media, New York. 
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motion clips, Menuhin’s face is cut out of the shot, his fingers brought into sole focus. As the 
excerpt plays back in slow motion, the audio of the violin is removed in favor of further 
commentary from Menuhin. Menuhin’s vocal delivery in these sections recalls the calm yet 
fascinated inflection of the narrator of a nature documentary: 
Here is the same motion, the independent vertical action of each finger in slow motion. It 
is even interesting for me to watch. We have all seen running in slow motion, and one 
notices the same kind of smooth elasticity. The flat cushioned callouses have grown on 
the fingertips to absorb the hammer action.30  
 
Menuhin’s reference to his own interest in the slow motion images indicates that he 
rarely attends to his playing at the level of basic facility. As Walter Benjamin argues, “the 
camera introduces us to unconscious optics,” that would otherwise escape our notice.31 In the 
moment of executing the quick, coordinated movements of Paganini’s Moto Perpetuo, Menuhin 
did not focus on each individual act of facility. Instead, those actions were grouped in some 
way—whether as phrases, measures, scale runs, or pairs of upper and lower neighboring tones—
and the multiple facilities that realize them were thematized as aspects of skill. Virtuosity arises 
not necessarily because of the perfection of a particular facility or the adequate proof of skill, but 
as a result of that skill’s display and valuation, here accomplished through the mediated sociality 
of the television program.  
 After a discussion of trills, Menuhin moves on to a demonstration of vibrato, describing 
its necessity in a circular fashion: 
And the vibrato which of all things is perhaps worthy to be called the soul of violin 
playing, in that one cannot produce a single sound on the violin without it. And one 
cannot do vibrato unless one possesses the whole technique of violin playing. This is out 
of a piece which you will recognize. [demonstrates] You will notice that each joint of the 
vibrating finger is involved in the general motion. Here, the particular conformation of 
                                                
30 Ibid. 
31 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations: Essays and 
Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Leon Wieselter (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 237. 
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the fingertips serves to absorb the rocking pressure, which is quite considerable, of the 
vibrating finger on the string. In fact the sympathetic vibrations extend almost down to 
the toes.  
 
The compounding effect of this succession of slow-motion demonstrations presents Menuhin’s 
body as a perfected machine of violin playing. As scholar of media studies Margaret Morse 
argues regarding slow-motion replays in sports, they present a “long-term cultural fantasy of the 
body as perfect machine…where the goal is to attain instant automatic response through muscle 
memory, action ‘unimpeded by acts of the ego’ flowing into the instinctual patterns of nature in a 
harmonious oneness of being, enjoying a freedom beyond conscious willing.”32 This relates back 
to understandings of genius as the possessed; the athletic body is “machine-like as if animated by 
some supernatural agency.”33  
In this broadcast, slow motion serves two contradictory functions. On one hand, it offers 
the sense that the action is more fully seen and thus more completely known and experienced. 
This is the result of what Morse calls the “scientific-investigative look of the will to know.”34 
Looking in this manner, slow motion breaks down and lays bare the facility of an action before a 
viewer. On the other hand, Morse points out that slow motion can also make an action seem 
more mysterious and transcendent through the “specular look.” This mode of perception focuses 
on the intensification of a moment’s importance through its temporal prolongation and repetition. 
The string of slow motion examples on Omnibus allows viewers to examine facility through the 
scientific-investigative gaze, while also inviting attention to a more sweeping virtuosity through 
                                                
32 Margaret Morse, “Sport on Television: Replay and Display,” in Television: Critical Concepts in Media and 
Cultural Studies, vol. 2, ed. Toby Miller (London: Routledge, 2003), 388. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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the aggrandizement of moments of musical skill. Through these two opposing functions, 
Menuhin’s body becomes simultaneously “machine-like” and “divine.”35  
Morse argues that these conflicting interpretations of the embodied subject are present 
within a single replay of an athletic feat, but Menuhin’s role as demonstrator and narrator allows 
him to occupy both positions in an even more pronounced way. His trained, machinic body is 
made hyper-present through slow motion, while his omniscient “voice-of-god” narration shows 
his total control and understanding of his embodied labor. He is present in two very different 
modes at once as both a possessor of great skill and as one possessed by that skill.  
Menuhin makes the latent notions of perfected bodily agency more explicit in the last 
excerpt, where he focuses his attention on the right hand before taking a broader turn toward 
ethical values: 
Now in slow motion, the hand appears to be doing only a relaxed vertical movement from 
the wrist, though as you saw the point of the bow is describing at the same time an 
ellipse. These intricate techniques representing much diligence, patience, and inspiration 
are again but the beginnings of an artist’s own creative efforts at interpretation. However, 
I do not wish to paint too bleak a picture and I might say that the satisfactions and joys of 
an inspiring performance cannot be adequately described. And each good performance 
leaves one somewhat better and richer. I believe that the discipline of violin playing is 
applicable to all endeavors. In fact, I would say that the search for the vision in music, 
and this constant effort to solidify a dream, gives one a true sense of life’s values.36 
 
In this final narration we encounter the ethical associations and underpinnings of skill. It is not 
simply that performance provides enjoyment to the performer, as Menuhin notes, but that it 
leaves one “better.” This is ethical value in the broad sense used in earlier chapters—a good in 
relation to which the self forms itself. Although not explicitly cosmopolitan, Menuhin’s 
                                                
35 Ibid. 
36 Omnibus, January 23, 1955, Catalog ID: B:27476, The Paley Center for Media, New York.  
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appearance on Omnibus displayed his versatility as a performer, narrator, and “virtuoso-
philosopher.”37 
Virtuosity and the Intercultural Reception of Hindustani Music 
Ravi Shankar’s early musical education was very different from Yehudi Menuhin’s. Whereas 
Menuhin had received specialized training from the age of 5, Shankar was largely self-taught 
early on, his intensive training coming much later at the age of 18. As a child, Menuhin toured 
the world playing well-known pieces to audiences who were at least familiar with the musical 
tradition in which he performed, whether or not they were expert enough to have a vocabulary 
for describing the harmonic and contrapuntal devices they encountered. Shankar likewise 
traveled the world, first as a dancer and musician in his brother Uday Shankar’s dance troupe, 
but Shankar’s audiences in Europe and the U.S. had little knowledge of Indian music or 
culture.38 His earliest performances were thus ones in which he was keenly aware of the 
perspective of cultural outsiders towards his music.  
Shankar developed a sense of nationalism while abroad, performing music and dance as a 
representative of his culture to those outside it.39 He recalled the opinions that he heard about 
Indian music while in Paris in the 1930s: 
Often, when musicians came to our house to see Uday, they expressed their views on 
Indian music…I heard them say our music was monotonous and grating and not pleasing 
to the ear. After listening to it, some of them said how interesting and exciting it was, but 
                                                
37 The title of “virtuoso-philosopher” was not applied to Menuhin until much later, but it aptly describes his 
activities from the 1950s onwards. See Donal Henahan, “Menuhin: From Prodigy of 1927 to Virtuoso-Philosopher,” 
New York Times, November 22, 1967. 
38 Uday Shankar was a “pan-regionalist” who synthesized diverse dance traditions into a viable cultural export that 
thrilled audiences in the United States and Europe, especially during his tours between 1932 and 1938. See Ruth K. 
Abrams, “Uday Shankar: The Early Years, 1900–1938,” Dance Chronicle 30, no. 3 (2007): 363–426. 
39 He writes: “So, while I was in Paris, a very strong national—even regional—feeling was developing in me, as so 
often happens when one is away from his homeland.” Shankar, My Music, My Life, 77.  
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“it did go on and on so.’ Others asked, “when do you start, and when do you finish?’ or 
complained that it was too repetitious.40 
 
“Virtuosity” makes no appearance in Shankar’s recollection of the visitors’ reactions, although 
“exciting” is a key word that often stands in for the affective response that displays of skill 
evoke. An example of the role of “excitement” in novice encounters with Hindustani music can 
be seen in a review written by John Martin, a dance critic for the New York Times. Martin 
described the 1932 debut of Uday Shankar’s troupe in the United States as “unique and 
delightful entertainment,” denoting both a degree of affective reward as well as the semi-
negative connotations of entertainment discussed in Chapter 1. He continued:  
For those who are looking only for entertainment, here is a company of beautiful persons, 
appareled gorgeously, who move charmingly through decorative patterns with the added 
fillip of exoticism. The music, though strange, is both melodic and insidiously rhythmic. 
For those who care to look deeper, here is an exquisite art that lays open the heart of an 
alien and venerable culture.41 
 
Yet Martin also conveyed his doubts that many people were interested in accessing the depths of 
this potential cultural knowledge:  
The material he [Uday Shankar] presents is authentic, but he has not allowed it to 
languish for an instant by the sheer weight of its authenticity. He has rather arranged it in 
such form that Western audiences can readily respond to its beauty and its excitement, 
without realizing that they are being educated and broadened in spite of themselves.42 
 
Martin describes Uday Shankar’s presentation of music and dance in a way that is 
consistent with my earlier description of virtuosity being cosmopolitan in appeal. Martin praises 
him for crossing cultural lines without obliterating cultural difference, making it easy for 
audiences to respond to “beauty and excitement” without sacrificing the cultural authenticity of 
                                                
40 Shankar, My Music, My Life, 79. 
41 John Martin, “Hindu Dancers Win Plaudits in Debut: Uday Shan-kar’s Company Charms Large Audience at New 
York Theatre,” New York Times, December 27, 1932. 
42 Ibid. 
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his performance. But for Martin, excitement was part of simple entertainment—easily taken up 
and easily forgotten. He assumes that any “broadening” of audiences was an unintended, even 
unlikely consequence. The eventual shift towards a virtuosity that could be more cosmopolitan in 
meaning and performance rested on the opposite assumption: that the excitement of virtuosity 
might indeed expand the listener, and that even musicians’ perceived ability to expand 
themselves—both in terms of technique and cultural appeal—was part of skill itself. 
Given its history as an ethical concept, cosmopolitanism can carry connotations of moral 
superiority over other approaches to difference, such as exoticism and orientalism. However, 
these are not necessarily opposed within cosmopolitan virtuosity.43 Listeners who saw 
themselves as enacting cosmopolitan sensibilities by engaging with Hindustani music could still 
view Shankar as the exotic other of orientalist discourse, thereby enhancing their own sense of 
cosmopolitan mobility. Most importantly, orientalism and exoticism raise issues of power that 
celebratory discourses of cosmopolitanism may elide. Edward Said describes orientalism as “a 
distribution” and “an elaboration” of the “geopolitical distinction” between East and West into 
“scholarly, economic, sociological, historical, and philological texts.”44 Sara Ahmed expands on 
this point: “As the ‘constitutive outside’ of the Occident, the Orient allows what is ‘inside’ to 
become given. Most important, the making of ‘the Orient’ is an exercise of power.”45 It both 
depends upon and reproduces a “positional superiority,” such that the Westerner can enter “a 
                                                
43 Of course, like virtuosity, the valence assigned to cosmopolitanism may be positive or negative—some celebrate 
it as an ethical ideal while others view it as a “parasitic” approach to other cultures. Roger Scruton describes this 
negative interpretation, noting that the figure of the cosmopolitan “is often seen as a kind of parasite who depends 
upon the quotidian lives of others to create the various local flavors and identities in which he dabbles.” Thus it 
served as a “term of abuse” in the USSR to describe those “who admire and seek to emulate the bourgeois culture of 
the capitalist states,” and it has also been used as an anti-Semitic insult. Roger Scruton, A Dictionary of Political 
Thought (London: Macmillan, 1982), 100. 
44 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 7. 
45Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 
114.  
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whole series of possible relationships with the Orient” without risk of losing “the upper hand.”46 
These potential relationships allow the Westerner to “understand,” “control,” “manipulate,” or 
“even to incorporate.”47 As this last possibility shows, orientalism was not necessarily opposed 
to cosmopolitanism, but it inflects the power dynamics in a particular way, such that the “other 
way of being in the world” is readily available for the privileged cosmopolitan’s adaptation.48 
In its exercise of power and essentialist characterization of the Other, Orientalism can be 
understood as a powerful and persistent form of exoticism. Although the musicological literature 
often uses exoticism to describe the practice of composers taking up foreign elements into their 
own compositions, I use it here to mean a general emphasis on and fetishization of cultural 
difference.49 The difference between exoticism and cosmopolitanism lies primarily in what types 
of subjects or cultural practices are allowed mobility. As literature scholar Srinivas Aravamudan 
argues: “if the exotic implies a free-floating object or person that delivers strange effects—
whether frissons of delight or shivers of danger—the cosmopolitan denotes a free-floating 
subject who connects hitherto distinct spheres.”50 For those who operate from relatively 
privileged subject positions, a degree of essentialist exoticism can be employed in order to 
safeguard (and solidify) the otherness to which the cosmopolitan subject relates. However, it is 
always somewhat contradictory that virtuosity and exoticism should go together. As the French 
                                                
46 Said, Orientalism, 7. 
47 Ibid., 12.  
48 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 114. 
49 Sindhumathi Revuluri has recently critiqued historical musicology for treating exoticism and orientalism as issues 
of representation within musical works rather than broader practices of making and attending to difference. 
Sindhumathi Revuluri, “Orientalism and Musical Knowledge: Lessons from Edward Said,” in “Round Table: 
Edward Said and Musicology Today,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 141, no. 1 (2016): 206–07. 
50 Srinivas Aravamudan, “Response: Exoticism beyond Cosmopolitanism,” Eighteenth-Century Fiction 25, no. 1 
(Fall 2012): 229. 
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literary critic Tzvetan Todorov argues, “lack of knowledge is…irreconcilable with praise of 
others,” yet “praise without knowledge is precisely what exoticism aspires to be. This is its 
constitutive paradox.”51  
Within virtuosity, exoticism emphasizes the difference side of the likeness-difference 
dynamic, but it already suggests a degree of balance. Too far to the side of difference, and 
Shankar’s music becomes utterly strange, his skill unintelligible; too much to the side of 
likeness, however, and the interest dissipates.52 As Martin’s review above demonstrates, the 
“praise without knowledge” that happens within cosmopolitan virtuosity is often taken as proof 
of the cosmopolitan openness of the perceiver, and the tension inherent in the likeness-difference 
dynamic was central to the reception of Hindustani music. Decades after Martin’s dance review, 
a critic reviewing one of Ravi Shankar’s performances continued to marvel at the “the utterance 
of quite an alien culture” that nonetheless “communicates to a Western audience so immediately 
and so basically.”53 
Despite the exoticist fascination with Hindustani musicians, audience appreciation of 
their skill was far less dependent on essentialism than was commonly the case for such 
religiously and nationally marked musicians. Although later advertisements in the American 
press occasionally referred to Ravi Shankar as “the Soul of India,” Shankar’s musical mastery 
was rarely directly attributed to his nationality or his ethnicity.54 Instead, the arduous process of 
apprenticeship and training through the guru-sishya relationship was widely acknowledged as the 
                                                
51 Tzvetan Todorov, On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and Exoticism in French Thought, trans. Catherine 
Porter (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 265. 
52 Drawing on the phenomenological emphasis on the horizon, I would argue that we perceive unfamiliar objects 
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53 Joan Reinthaler, “Shankar Sitar Enthralls Audience,” The Washington Post, November 13, 1967. 
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source of his deep mastery and skill. This outlook, though simple, was an important departure 
from the tendency to view skill as flowing from a racial or ethnic core. Recognizing skill as 
rooted in the cultural and artistic practice of music maintained exoticist fascination with India 
while allowing for the more cosmopolitan belief that the differences between Indian and 
European classical music were the result of history and culture rather than some fixed biological 
or metaphysical difference. It was Shankar’s hard work that ultimately grounded his freedom and 
unalienated musical labor, though it remained Indian in its associations and meanings. 
Audiences in the U.S. still wanted to know that Indian music was coming from Indian 
performers, however. Even during Uday Shankar’s tours in the 1930s, newspapers were careful 
to assure readers that the “French girl” in his troupe had long ago “converted to Hinduism.” 
Since “Hindu” and “Indian” were practically interchangeable within the American press, her 
religious conversion essentially made her an insider.55 The issue came up later when Ravi 
Shankar planned on having his American assistant, Penelope Estabrook, play tamboura during 
his college tour of 1964. His booking manager for the tour, Isadora Bennett, advised that 
audiences would respond negatively to it.56 This might be thought of as a softer form of 
essentialism; the problem was not so much that audiences assumed that Hindustani music could 
only be played by Indian musicians as that Indians were presumed to be instantly authentic. The 
                                                
55 “Uday Shankar Named For City of His Birth,” The Atlanta Constitution, January 12, 1934. 
56 Bennett wrote: “I know you were disappointed about my letter in which I had to say that we had to have an Indian 
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appearance of a white, American musician on stage might raise questions of authenticity that the 
presence of an Indian musician implicitly answered.57 
Interpreting Virtuosity as Particular, Universal, or Cosmopolitan 
In a 1969 program note, Shankar discussed the idea that Hindustani music was “exotic” and 
“exciting,” attempting to account for the shift in reception that he had experienced: 
The phenomenon of Indian Music has continued to grow and withstand the skeptic’s 
criticism of it as “just a fad.” It has become an integral part of the culture of the Western 
man. One sees more people with less flippant and more respectful attitudes in an Indian 
concert today than ever before. Why? Why all this interest in this form of music which 
came to this country in a serious vein only fourteen years ago? Until recently, Indian 
music, just as any music from the Orient was considered as a capital “E” form of music—
Exotic, Exciting, Esoteric, and Ethnic!58 
 
Although he groups them together, these four terms split into opposing pairs. The exotic and 
exciting were those qualities presumably available to anyone, as Martin had suggested in his 
review. The esoteric and ethnic, however, emphasized the radical otherness of the music. Despite 
Shankar’s implicit claim that these terms were from a past attitude that listeners had outgrown—
“until recently”—most U.S. listeners never really moved beyond these four “capital E” words. 
Instead, I argue, cosmopolitan virtuosity grew out of a more productive combination of them, 
such that the supposedly universal appeal of skill included aspects that were ethnically and 
nationally marked, and whose esoteric nature was carefully maintained.  
Whether or not virtuosity is obvious or esoteric depends upon the social context in which 
it occurs; certain subtleties of skill may be accessible to fellow practitioners but appear as 
entirely obscure to outsiders. But virtuosity has often been placed on the side of the more exotic 
                                                
57 Attitudes would eventually change; non-Indian sitarists like Stephen Slawek and Brian Silver had successful 
careers and certainly many other non-Indians have played tamboura without protest. Indeed, only a few years later, 
Yehudi Menuhin’s ability to play Indian music would be widely praised as a remarkable feat. 
58 Ravi Shankar, “Musings on Indian Music,” c. 1969, Isadora Bennett Collection, (S)* GMZMD 22, Jerome 
Robbins Dance Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.  
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and exciting as something that is readily apparent. In the 1964 publication Music Memory, 
Shankar presumed the appeal of virtuosity to novices, asking, “why is virtuosity or speed so 
admired by the lay listener?” His answer equated virtuosity entirely with speed, and drew on a 
popular consensus about its easy appeal: 
First of all we must remember that the general public has not received an extensive 
education in Hindustani Classical Music and therefore cannot be expected to immediately 
understand all the nuances of the Classical performance. Gradually through the medium 
of radio, records, [and] more and more musical groups, this education can be imparted. 
But, in the meantime, virtuosity or speed is something that can be appreciated by anyone. 
This does not mean that virtuosity should not be a part of music. It should be. But it 
should be only a section of a larger work, for virtuosity alone cannot impart the spirit of 
our Ragas.59 
 
Given the circumstances of this booklet’s publication, Shankar was most likely thinking of 
novice listeners in India. Music Memory was co-authored and based on lectures given at his 
Kinnara music school in Bombay that discussed Hindustani and Western classical music through 
a series of 75 questions on each. Many, however, have argued that virtuosity is just as accessible 
in intercultural reception.60  
It is true that musicians in both traditions regularly display tremendous technical prowess, 
and that novice listeners in the U.S. did indeed marvel at Shankar’s speed. By the time popular 
musicians’ use of the sitar helped usher in the “sitar explosion” of 1966, the tropes of virtuosity 
from the European classical tradition had adhered to Shankar’s public persona so strongly that 
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they seemed natural.61 As seen in Figure 12, one reviewer evoked the nineteenth-century 
violinist Paganini, declaring breathlessly that Shankar displayed “demonic virtuosity that 
virtually toppled the senses.”62 Yet, as we have seen, novice audiences did not always so readily 
recognize or interpret the virtuosity of Indian musicians, and this persisted into the 1950s. In 
1952, for example, an Atlanta newspaper described the music accompanying Uday Shankar’s 
dance troupe as “weird,” “strange,” and “haunting.”63 
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My Music, My Life, 100. 
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Figure 12: Promotional Flyer for Ravi Shankar Concert, June 12, 1968 
 
This disconnect between the uncertainty surrounding reactions to Hindustani music up to 
the 1950s and the utter certainty about Shankar’s virtuosity in the later 1960s points to two 
opposing ideas about virtuosity in intercultural situations. First, it is tempting to treat virtuosity 
as a cross-cultural constant, or at least to observe some commonalities between Western art 
music and Hindustani music and determine that virtuosity is the same in both traditions. David 
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Reck takes this tack, arguing that “the brilliant display of the fireworks of virtuosity,” if not truly 
universal, is at least “a characteristic shared and highly valued in both [Western and Indian] 
musical cultures.”64 Although what counts as “fireworks” in a given tradition can vary widely, 
displays of speed do seem to count as virtuosity to musicians and audiences of Hindustani music 
in India. If we inquire into the other aspects of skill and the various ways that they come to be 
valued, however, it becomes harder to entirely equate virtuosity between the two traditions.65 
The single greatest marker of skill to a connoisseur of Hindustani music is the 
improvisatory treatment of the raga in the opening, unmetered alap section. Because it requires 
extensive knowledge of ragas gained through long-term exposure to them in performance, this is 
obviously not an aspect of skill that uninitiated audiences could experience, but there were other 
less specialized markers of skill that did not readily translate as well. For example, the amount of 
time that a performer spends drawing out and elaborating upon the contours of a raga reveals 
deep knowledge of that raga.66 This is a straightforward parameter that novices could easily 
recognize, but American audiences did not employ it. Indeed, length has been cited by Bonnie 
Wade as a potential barrier to American appreciation of Hindustani music to which Ravi Shankar 
adapted. Thus Shankar shortened the overall performance time down to roughly two hours 
instead of the four or five that was common in India, and he was also careful to begin his 
                                                
64 David R. Reck, “Beatles Orientalis: Influences from Asia in a Popular Song Tradition,” Asian Music 16, no. 1 
(1985): 94. 
65 Bonnie Wade, “Performance Practice in Indian Classical Music,” in Performance Practice: Ethnomusicological 
Perspectives, ed. Gerard Béhague (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 1984), 16–17. 
66 Ravi Shankar railed against this way of judging skill: “How many times do we hear it said, ‘Why, it wasn’t much 
of a performance—he only played the raag for 45 minutes! How is it that so many have come to rely on length as a 
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quality and not the quantity which appeals.” See Ravi Shankar, “Hindustani Classical Music and the Demands of 
Today,” in Music East and West, ed. Roger Ashton (New Delhi: India Council for Cultural Relations, 1966), 160. 
 
  210 
concerts in the United States and Europe with particularly short performances of a raga.67 Daniel 
Neuman has pointed out that the ability to shorten or lengthen sections based on audience 
response was “a key factor in acclimating Western audiences to Indian music.” He continues: “if 
the audience appeared to enjoy the alap it could be extended almost indefinitely. If they appeared 
restive or bored, the alap could be wrapped up on a moment’s notice and an exciting jor or jhala 
could be initiated.”68 Thus what was proof of skill in India proved a potential hindrance to 
appreciation for novices in the West. Furthermore, even if speed is something both Indian and 
American audiences appreciated, the way speed is experienced can be quite different. Drawing 
again on the language of philosopher Don Ihde, even if the “microperceptual focus” on speed is 
the same, the “macroperceptual” experience of American audiences encountering Shankar 
always included a simultaneous awareness of his cultural otherness and the partial permeability 
of cultural boundaries.69  
On the opposite side of quasi-universalist conceptions of virtuosity are defenses of its 
radical cultural specificity. British organologist Jeremy Montagu expresses the negative side of 
this view succinctly: “what the untutored Indian thinks of Bach and the untutored Westerner of 
Ravi Shankar does not really mean anything.”70 Although Montagu is not writing specifically 
about virtuosity—and setting his dismissive language aside for the moment—his basic argument 
                                                
67 Bonnie Wade, “Indian Classical Music in North America,” 32. 
68 See Daniel Neuman, “The Ecology of Indian Music in North America,” in Studying India’s Musicians: Four 
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70 Jeremy Montagu, “Review of Ethnomusicology,” Journal of the International Folk Music Council 20 (1968): 103. 
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that asked American students to describe the moods of unfamiliar music using LP’s from Shankar and others. See 
Angeliki Keil and Charles Keil, “Musical Meaning: A Preliminary Report (The Perception of Indian, Western, and 
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is that cultural insiders are the ones with the requisite knowledge and perceptual awareness to 
appreciate and interpret the products of expressive culture. Put in these milder terms, Montagu’s 
sentiment comes closer to an anthropological and ethnomusicological mainstream, which holds, 
as Clifford Geertz puts it, that “art and the equipment to grasp it are made in the same shop.”71 
At its best, this attitude can serve to resist the appropriation or erasure of non-hegemonic systems 
of value, but the fact that the “untutored Westerner” experiences virtuosity through his or her 
own cultural lens does not make it meaningless. It is precisely the “culturally specific ways in 
which people grapple with texts and cog them into structures of lived experience” that makes 
those experiences meaningful, even if the recognition of skill by “the untutored Westerner” rests 
on a partial or incorrect understanding of the music and skill involved.72 
Ultimately, cosmopolitan virtuosity falls somewhere between the universalist and 
particularist understandings of virtuosity, choosing instead, “universality plus difference.”73 The 
problem of an audience’s lack of expertise in intercultural situations should not be ignored, but 
neither should it be exaggerated into an insurmountable barrier. It is in many ways an 
intensification of the differences between virtuosity among connoisseurs and practitioners and 
virtuosity amongst the uneven mix of aptitudes within a market. Cultural differences compound 
these problems, but even novice listeners from the same culture fail to duplicate the 
understandings of the expert insider. I contend that even inexpert engagement can demonstrate 
culturally significant modes of perception and understanding. Audiences did not value 
                                                
71 Clifford Geertz, “Art as Cultural System,” Modern Language Notes 91, no. 6 (1976): 1497. 
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Hindustani music in the same way as Shankar or others deeply familiar with its practices. But in 
grappling with his music, they found a performance that could enact their own values.  
Yehudi Menuhin and Ali Akbar Khan’s New York Premiere  
The beginning of the U.S. reception of Hindustani music is generally traced back to a 
performance by Ali Akbar Khan’s in New York in 1955.74 There were many performances prior 
to this time, but as ethnomusicologist Gerry Farrell argues, Western audiences have “discovered” 
Indian music multiple times.75 If Khan’s performance was the “dawn of Indian music in the 
West,” as Peter Lavezzoli called it, it is because it marked the successful introduction of 
Hindustani music across the dominant forms of media that circulated in the West.76 In addition to 
the live performance at the Museum of Modern Art, the event provided the opportunity for 
recording the first LP of Hindustani music and the first televised performance in the U.S. on 
Omnibus.  
Yehudi Menuhin was central in organizing that performance, which was funded by the 
Indian Government, the British government, the Ford Foundation, and the Rockefeller Museum 
for Modern Art.77 The political circumstances of the post-World-War-II world combined to make 
this a propitious time for Indian arts to gain a footing in the U.S. Exporting cultural goods suited 
the nationalist interest of India’s government, officially formed after the partition from Pakistan 
                                                
74 Ali Akbar Khan’s live performance was put on in conjunction with an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art 
called “Textiles and Ornamental Arts of India,” while sarodist Ali Akbar Khan and the dancer Shanta Rao were 
included as examples of “The Living Arts of India.” In addition to his organizational work, Menuhin played the role 
of host and presenter during the broadcast and performance. He had originally invited Ravi Shankar to perform, but 
Shankar was unable to make the engagement. Instead, Shankar suggested Kahn, his brother-in-law at the time, and 
the son of their revered teacher, Ustad Allauddin Khan.  
75 Gerry Farrell, Indian Music and the West (Oxford: Clarendon Press: 1997), 1–3.  
76 Peter Lavezzoli, The Dawn of Indian Music in the West: Bhairavi (New York: Continuum, 2006), 1.  
77 Yehudi Menuhin phone interview with Brian Silver, quoted in Brian Silver, “Another Musical Universe: The 
American Recording Industry and Indian Music, 1955–1965,” in Seminar on Indian Music and the West (Calcutta: 
Sangeet Research Academy), 227. 
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in 1947. The U.S. interests in other cultures intensified after the global engagement of U.S. 
armed forces during the war, and this found urgent political motivation within the cold war fear 
of the potential spread of communism. 
Menuhin’s first interest in India came not through music, but through yoga. While on tour 
in New Zealand in 1951, Menuhin picked up a booklet in a doctor’s office. He narrates in his 
first autobiography:  
Without even knowing that I was searching for it, I had stumbled across a key to unlock 
old enigmas, to make me aware of my capacity, encourage the physical ease missing 
from my upbringing, point the way to further comprehension of violin playing, and 
perhaps—if I persevered—stand me on my head in long-delayed fulfillment of childhood 
ambition.78  
 
In the following year, Menuhin traveled to India where he would meet Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru and hear Ravi Shankar for the first time. Connection with both would eventually lead to 
Ustad Ali Akbar Khan’s 1955 performance in New York.79 
Before he helped initiate Khan’s New York premiere, however, Menuhin had already 
begun writing about Indian music more generally in the American and British press. His first 
written mention of Indian music came as an aside within an article about tradition and the artistic 
resources available in forming a distinctly American musical identity. Writing in Music Journal 
in 1954, Menuhin stated his belief that “music is so close to humanity that one must go to 
humanity to develop oneself as a musician.” He paired this general humanism with the overtly 
populist sentiment that “great music” cannot be “separate from the mass of the people.”80 This, 
                                                
78 Menuhin, Unfinished Journey, 246. 
79 During the 1950s, Menuhin actively pursued interests in activities not directly related to violin performance for 
the first time. He took up the baton as conductor, took on directorship of the Bath Music Festival, started a music 
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however, left composers in the U.S. “particularly on the spot in the search for some grass roots.” 
As Menuhin saw it, “the American composer, like composers everywhere” needed to “find 
something he can identify himself with, something out of which he springs organically. And 
that’s getting more and more difficult to find.”81  
Such a statement might prepare the reader for strong nationalist sentiment or racial 
essentialism, but Menuhin instead displayed his more cosmopolitan approach. The need for such 
“organic” musical roots could lead to “curiosity in the music of other lands,” which was “caused 
by the fact that the music of these other lands still does have roots. Spiritually speaking, then, 
many of our composers are adopting Indian, South American, African, Javanese, Japanese 
idioms—all in the search for something they can identify with.”82 Instead of adopting a 
nationalist conception of the “folk,” Menuhin left open the possibility that these people from 
distant lands could be the source of this necessary humanistic-musical grounding.  
Menuhin may have been thinking of American composers like Henry Cowell, who wrote 
in his “personal Credo” of 1961: “In my own music I believe I coordinate…musical means from 
all parts of the world, and from all ages of musical history.” Cowell granted himself the widest 
possible of musical purviews, saying he was free to draw on “resources from any part of the 
world, folk or cultivated, and from any age, simple or complex.” Furthermore, he saw this 
expansive approach as “truly American,” explaining that “America more than any other country, 
is made up of all the peoples of the world, and less than any other great composer-producing 
country does it have any one specific old tradition of musical composition.”83 This American 
                                                
81 Ibid. 
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musical cosmopolitanism, as Anthony Sheppard notes, represents “a certain problematic egotism 
that resonates with U.S. covert imperialism of the past fifty years. Indeed, claims to universalism 
most often seem to imply ingestion into one’s self.”84 Whereas composers like Cowell saw the 
absence of a unitary tradition as a positive that opened up possibilities, Menuhin concluded his 
thoughts by emphasizing the challenges of such a lack, claiming that “an American style is 
evolving,” but “it is very elusive because it is not as immediately recognizable as an Indian style 
of music, let’s say.”85  
Despite the “recognizable” qualities of Indian music, Menuhin’s promotions for Ali 
Akbar Khan’s performance the following year seem to express concern that American viewers 
might have a hard time finding the music’s appeal. In a New York Times article promoting the 
performance at MOMA, Menuhin did not point to overwhelming virtuosity or easy excitement. 
Instead, he warned solemnly, “You must not expect unbridled passion or flame as in Spanish or 
Hungarian Music.” Choosing instead to emphasize the esoteric and exotic side of the reception 
that Shankar identified in his 1969 program note, he continued: “the music we will hear speaks 
of a different realm, a dimension with which we are less conversant, a dimension beyond the 
manifestations of personal emotions.”86 It is strange to downplay the potential excitement of 
Hindustani music so thoroughly; although the opening alap section is unmetered and often slow, 
the concluding jhala section is meant precisely as an exciting climax.87  
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86 Yehudi Menuhin, “The Music of India—An Ancient Art Form,” New York Times, April 17, 1955. 
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When the LP was released, the liner notes provided an expanded version of Menuhin’s 
promotional piece, and in addition to the warning against expecting “unbridled passion or 
flame,” Menuhin placed renewed emphasis on the “impersonal” aspect of Hindustani music by 
expanding on the “essential difference” between “the music of Asia and the music of Europe.” 
Indeed, it was this binary that had supported his assertion that passion or flame were not found in 
Hindustani music. “The music of Asia,” Menuhin wrote, “is a traditionalist, crystalized form of 
expression in which the performers and auditors partake of a resignation to environment and to 
fate.” Implicitly comparing this to “Western” music, Menuhin wrote that the music of Asia—
apparently in all its diversity—was a “more contemplative, meditative and passive form of 
music. It does not allow the surges of almost uncontrolled emotion and fury, the interplay of 
opposing forces, to mar its almost detached quality.”88 European music, Menuhin explained, is 
about the individual and all the passions that she or he might experience; Indian music was 
beyond this—ancient and impersonal. 
Focusing on Indian music as “ancient” allowed Menuhin to frame it as a source of 
European music, thereby taking an attitude toward Indian music that had previously been taken 
towards Sanskrit in earlier centuries.89 Menuhin argued that Indian arts were based upon 
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“techniques and disciplines” that evolved from “sound physiological and emotional principles,” 
and they represented “the oldest living forms of man’s title to divinity, creating order and beauty 
for the ear and the eye of the purest and most dedicated quality.”90 Menuhin’s cosmopolitan 
approach emphasized the cultural particularities of Hindustani music even as he staked claim to 
it as part of humanity’s richest heritage.  
It is unclear where Menuhin gathered his information on Hindustani music, but his 
description of Hindustani music in promoting the MOMA performance closely matches 
ethnomusicologist Daniel Neuman’s later description of “the Brahmanic tradition” of art music 
in India prior to the sixteenth century: 
Music performance was ideally not to be considered a profession, but rather an avocation. 
One practiced music for its qualities of illumination not remuneration. To be sure 
professionals, defined as those who accepted remuneration for their performances, 
certainly existed and perhaps even constituted a significant majority of performers, but 
the ideal for performers was that music should not be performed for any sort of material 
compensation.91  
 
This further grounded the belief that “performance was ideally a devotional activity, music being 
a pathway to spiritual salvation.”92  
By presenting a snapshot of Hindustani musical ideals based on its pre-modern practice, 
Menuhin elided the prominence of Muslim musicians—who “virtually monopolized” musical 
activity in North India beginning in the seventeenth century—while avoiding the dependence of 
Hindustani musicians on court systems of patronage during the nineteenth century and the 
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increasing role of film and radio audiences in India during his own time.93 Menuhin introduced 
the elements in the opposite order of Neuman, beginning with religion: 
The dance as well as all art of India were born in the temples of the ancient Hindu 
civilization, carrying us back in an unbroken line many, many thousands of years. They 
were all intended as offerings to the gods. In fact, it would seem unthinkable to an Indian 
musician, almost up to our very day, to any artist, dancer, or sculptor, to make a 
livelihood out of his art, to use it for any professional purposes. It is always a labor of 
love.94 
 
In the New York Times article, he expanded this emphasis on religion to include a love of craft 
and a sort of essential nobility: 
Remember that in India this music—as all India’s art—is an offering, born in the 
temples; no artist would ever seek to make a livelihood from his music or work in it 
professionally. India is above all others the nation of the born aristocrat, in the full sense 
of that term, from the poorest to the richest, of those who work for love and not for 
money.95 
 
Menuhin’s claim about monetary rewards in this instance was almost literally true, as Ali Akbar 
Khan was apparently only paid a modest daily allowance of $15 and received no specific fee for 
the performance. But the idea of music as an offering was even more important than the reality.96 
Indeed, in addition to the extensive training of Hindustani musicians, one of the most important 
means to claiming this music as “classical” and to being amazed by the musicians’ display of 
skill was that both were sufficiently distanced from economic interests. Although Menuhin did 
not initially promote Khan’s skill, this emphasis on performing musical labor “for love and not 
for money” would become an important part of what audiences valued within cosmopolitan 
virtuosity. 
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If Menuhin was uncertain about excitement and virtuosity, the reviewers of Ali Akbar 
Khan’s MOMA performance explicitly invoked virtuosity and excitement as values. Winthrop 
Sargent, music critic for the New Yorker, wrote that he had “heard and admired the playing of 
Indian musicians,” but never before “encountered quite the degree of virtuosity in this idiom” 
that he experienced at in Khan’s performance. An unnamed reviewer from The New York Herald 
Tribune wrote: 
Since Mr. Ali Akbar Khan and Mr. Chatur Lal were described in advance as two of 
India’s outstanding musicians, it was not altogether a surprise to witness feats of solo and 
ensemble virtuosity in a medium at once improvisatory and rigidly rooted in technical 
prowess. It was thoroughly astounding, however, to comprehend even a small portion of 
the formative art which permitted two thirty-minute long compositions to span so wide a 
range of moods.97  
 
The language of this review is telling. Rather than stating that the music itself was fascinating, 
the wording suggests amazement in the critic’s ability to relate to it, a surprised joy at one’s 
connection to music still considered strange in so many ways. The critic for the New York Times, 
Howard Taubman, likewise admitted: 
Even if one had no background in Indian music, one would have seen last night that these 
performers were masters of their art. One did not grasp it all, and yet one was repeatedly 
enchanted by rhythms, colors, sonorities and melodic bits. One was especially impressed 
by the power of this modest ensemble speaking an exotic tongue to reach out and say 
something to another world.98 
 
These two reviews agree that the most impressive aspect of Khan’s performance was that 
it managed to impress at all. Taubman’s review in particular shows how a lack of expertise can 
paradoxically serve to justify experiences of virtuosity rather than disqualify them. Put in 
colloquial terms, we might expect uninformed listeners to say, “It impressed me, but what do I 
know?” In this situation, however, the reviewers nearly exclaim: “I didn’t even need any 
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background to be impressed!” Both reviews seem almost intentionally unclear about whether the 
credit for the appeal of the performance goes to the performer or the critics themselves.  
Shankar’s Reception and the Role of Anchoring 
A year after Ali Akbar Khan’s New York performance, Ravi Shankar made his first appearance 
in the United States since touring with his brother’s dance troupe in the 1930s. Despite the 
inroads made by Khan’s performance, it seems that Shankar still had work to do in winning over 
critics. One review began succinctly: “music is certainly not a universal language.”99 The 
reviewer, identified only as E. D., describes feeling “like a very obtuse Westerner who could 
never hope to understand the subtleties of Hindu music,” at odds with “the seeming sameness of 
the music, a sort of mournful repetitiousness without apparent rhyme or reason.” This description 
of “mournful repetitiousness” seems to have left the reviewer with the experience of 
undifferentiated time rather than meaningful duration. Things began to change, however, during 
the second raga Shankar performed, and E. D. wondered about this reason: “Perhaps it was the 
extraordinary virtuosity of Shankar, whose left hand flew across the frets with a dexterity to put 
some of our finest violinists to shame. Or was it the eloquence of the two little drums played by 
Chatur Lal?”  
Faced with unfamiliar music that he found difficult to interpret, E. D. resorted to what 
psychologist Gustav Jahoda calls “anchoring,” a process whereby, according to scholar of 
intercultural communication Maribel Blasco, “foreign or disturbing elements are integrated into 
our own system of categories.”100 Anchoring can be thought of as a form of apperception that 
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takes place in relation to the unfamiliar; as Husserl suggests, “unfamiliarity is always at the same 
time a mode of familiarity.”101 But unlike apperception—which is present in some form in every 
perception whether or not it is actively reflected upon—anchoring is often intentionally adopted 
as a strategy for coping with the unfamiliar. E. D. does this first with a comparison of Shankar to 
a violinist, but the unfamiliarity of the music eventually led him or her to focus on the socio-
musical exchange between Shankar and Chatur Lal: 
More than the virtuosity of either artist, it was the communicative understanding between 
the two and their growing musical excitement that communicated itself irresistibly to the 
audience. Since this music is half improvised on traditional rhythms and melodic 
formulas, it is perhaps natural that superb performance should impress itself first on the 
foreign listener.102 
 
Although E. D. does not take the time to explain precisely how she or he observed the 
relationship between the two musicians, available signs of successful interaction are myriad, 
including aural indications—like “call-and-response” phrasing or the shared, perhaps surprising 
accented beat—and visual cues like nodding heads, eye contact, and general bodily 
comportment. E. D. still used the concept of virtuosity to denote an individual’s display of speed, 
but the interaction of musicians was a significant part of what made skill apparent and what 
contributed to the “growing musical excitement.” It is possible that the second piece simply 
featured more back and forth than the first, but if nothing else, the first raga probably included 
the most solo sitar playing on the program. Raga Jog was the first selection on Shankar’s first 
LP, Music of India, Volume 2, and that performance goes on for 13 minutes before the tabla 
enters. If Shankar’s approach in live performance was similar to the one he had recently 
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recorded, it featured a great deal of interplay between instruments and an ending likely as 
brilliant as any other raga, but it may have taken too long to get there for E .D.  
E. D. was far from the only critic to search for such points of comparison. Often, critics 
anchored through direct comparisons of Hindustani music to improvisatory practices in jazz. The 
Times reviewer, Howard Taubman, confirmed that Ali Akbar Khan’s MOMA performance 
displayed “the flexibility and freedom of the best jazz improvisations. The players respond to 
each other with amazing sensitivity.”103 Although the improvisatory practices of jazz and 
Hindustani music differ substantially—and Shankar and many others constantly discouraged this 
comparison—it captured the exchange of musical ideas that so impressed listeners. “Having No 
Recourse to notation,” wrote Menuhin, “Indian music is created before your very eyes, conjured, 
as it were, out of the void—improvised.”104 The idea of music-making as ex nihilo creation is a 
romanticized simplification, but it captured the power that Menuhin and others perceived in 
Shankar’s performances.105 Menuhin spoke reverently of Shankar’s work as a composer and 
performer in terms of “creation” throughout his life. 
In addition to comparing the speed of violinists and sitarists, comparing Hindustani music 
to the Western classical tradition allowed other critics to assert the presumed universality of both 
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forms of instrumental music. Victor Rangel-Ribeiro asserted that Shankar would appeal to a 
wide range of listeners steeped in the Western tradition: 
Whether you prefer Bach or Bartok, or like them both, Ravi Shankar is the man for you. 
His music is intense and will prove a challenge to you. Like every Indian master-
musician, he improvises as he goes; he dreams at his instrument, the sitar; he is composer 
and superb instrumentalist in one, just as Bach was. He begins with a slow statement of a 
lyrical theme. As you listen, he begins to improvise variations, which gradually become 
more and more complicated. Suddenly, after what might be called a fiery cadenza, he is 
joined by the tabla player, the ‘timpanist.’106 
 
Rangel-Ribeiro’s comparison of Ravi Shankar to the canonic composers of the Western classical 
tradition was a subtle invocation of what Immanuel Wallerstein has called “European 
Universalism,” which always maintains a hierarchy of power relations despite—and occasionally 
through—claims of universalism.107 Indian classical music could thus be held up as “the other 
classical music,” which challenged none of the assumptions of greatness about Western classical 
music. So when the American Record Guide wrote that Indian music was “with the music of the 
West probably one of the two peaks of the music of the present-day world,” it was clear which 
tradition needed to be qualified as a probable point of musical greatness. The article concluded 
by claiming unmarked status for Western art music, calling Hindustani music “the other great 
music of the world.”108 Similarly, when the Los Angeles Times ran a review of Shankar’s 1961 
concert, it declared that Shankar “tellingly demonstrated” that “virtuosity is not the exclusive 
province of western instrumentalists,” indicating that such an assumption might need to be 
disproven.109 Indian music was allowed to claim the title of classical, allowed to be virtuosic, and 
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even allowed to be universal, so long as it accepted the terms of universality offered by Western 
listeners. 
For many critics, focusing on the sitar as a technological challenge helped anchor the 
discussion of virtuosity when the sonic aspects were unfamiliar enough to be out of reach. 
Reviewers described the sitar as “an extremely difficult instrument to play,” which allowed one 
reviewer to assert: “the measure of the artist’s achievement is his technical mastery over his 
instrument combined with the brilliance and inventiveness of his improvisation.”110 Another 
reviewer emphasized that the sitar is “a difficult instrument with some resemblances to a guitar, 
although the differences are great.”111 These comparisons to the guitar made the sitar 
approachable even as its unfamiliar features solidified Shankar’s exotic allure, and they had been 
present since Shankar’s first solo performance in the United States, as seen in a New York Times 
advertisement for that performance that highlighted Shankar’s use of the “hindu guitar.”112 Time 
reported in 1957 that “U.S. audiences were receptive but occasionally puzzled” by Shankar’s 
performance, and the author linked this puzzlement partially to the instrument: “The sitar itself is 
a confusing-looking instrument, shaped like an oversized guitar (up to 12 ft. long) and equipped 
with six playing strings.” The instrument was so challenging that the writer reported that Shankar 
despaired “of ever accomplishing true mastery of the sitar. ‘It is like driving through a mist, the 
more you drive, the more you realize the road is still there.”113 
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The emphasis on the sitar was part of a general structure that many early reviews shared: 
a description of Shankar, followed by a description of the sitar, and finally a description of the 
other musicians and their interaction with Shankar. Within this overall format, the strongest 
claims about virtuosity—discussed as “impressiveness” or “excitement”— often came when 
describing the musicians’ interactions. Even Menuhin, who had downplayed the role of 
“passion” in his New York Times promotion of Ali Akbar Khan, highlighted excitement as a 
result of the apparent competition between sitarist and tablaist at the end of a piece:  
I know from my own experience that American audiences are, above all audiences, most 
keen and receptive to rhythm. However, I challenge you to maintain this rhythm against 
the increasing complexities of the cross rhythm which Mr. Ali Akbar Kahn and Mr. 
Chatur Lal will introduce as they spur each other on to a climax of frenzied excitement 
when they seem to seek to unseat each other, however they never abandon the original 
rhythm.114 
 
Shankar’s reviewers likewise emphasized the excitement of the improvisatory exchange: “It was 
not hard to appreciate the outward virtuosity of these performers with their colors, rhythms, and 
runs. One imitative exchange between sitar and tabla delighted the audience.”115 Another 
included a narration of the concluding jhala section of a raga by focusing on the exchange 
between tabla and sitar: “The tempo gradually accelerated, and the musicians embroidered at will 
on the main theme until, in the final movement, the improvisation reached its height: and sitar 
and tabla stormed together in gusts of syncopated music which sometimes sparked the musicians 
to challenge each other to a duel.”116  
Shankar described this back-and-forth as Jawab-Sawal—literally “question-answer”—
which he defined in his 1968 book as “a kind of question and answer dialogue between the main 
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instrument and the drum.”117 Reviewers in the U.S. never picked up the term, but Shankar 
pointed out that the strategy had become very popular among audiences both in India and abroad. 
He wrote in his 1964 booklet Music Memory that “most instrumentalists and their tabla 
accompanists perform it. In fact, audiences have come to expect this brilliant, quick, exciting 
dialogue.”118 The fact that this had become a required part of Hindustani performance led him to 
pose the question, “Is ‘playing to the gallery’ a new innovation?” He immediately determined 
that it was not: 
‘Playing to the gallery’ is the expression used to say that the performer is playing to 
please the masses and not paying strict attention to orthodoxy in music. This is, however, 
not a new idea. It really came into vogue in the days of the Court musician with various 
competitions that were held. The musician did everything possible to please his 
benefactor and many different techniques evolved from this, such as the present Jawab-
Sawal (the dialogue between two instruments). Now-a-days the musician has not only 
one person to please but a number of them and it is only natural that he should try in 
some instances to give them what appeals to them. This is perfectly alright as long as he 
does not allow it to go out of proportion, so that it becomes jarring.119 
 
Shankar’s description of the shift from the court (with its ready affirmation of the informal 
musical guild) to the market points to the fundamental diffusion of authority that occurred 
throughout much of the age of electronic media. 
An intercultural context does not provide materials for the type of direct comparison that 
critics often attempt to make, but this did not stop them from using superlatives to describe 
Shankar. Given this lack of material for comparison, they refer not only to an unrealized 
comparison but to one that most listeners were simply incapable of making. Yet such 
superlatives can serve as powerful discursive tools for framing perception, as reference to a 
superlative reputation in the culture of origin serves to legitimate a presumed comparison. Such a 
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move was common during Shankar’s earliest performances. A 1956 review in the New York 
Times featured two large pictures of Shankar, one of which was captioned as “MASTER 
MUSICIAN–Ravi Shankar and his sitar, an Indian stringed instrument which has no counterpart 
in Western music. Indians call him the ‘Sitar Wizard.’”120  
As discussed in the previous chapter, “wizard” was actually a common colloquial title 
given to instrumentalists in the United States. Yet by declaring that this was the nickname given 
Shankar by those that shared his national and cultural background, it claimed their cultural 
knowledge as validation for the title. This occurred throughout Shankar’s career. When a 1961 
concert program called Shankar “India’s greatest virtuoso of sitar,” it needed no evidence (Figure 
13). Rather, the phrase itself implicitly attributes the comparison to “India.”121 Isadora Bennett 
admitted the slipperiness of such claims when she wrote to the concert promoter for a 
performance at UCLA about the new tabla player for the tour, Alla Rakha: “He is regarded as the 
greatest tabla player in India though I can never quite say that anybody is ‘the greatest.’”122 She 
shrewdly reported a general reputation while admitting that she could not make the judgment 
herself—she was merely repeating what she had heard.  
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Figure 13: Ravi Shankar Concert Program, November 14, 1961 
 
Invoking the language of comparison in a situation where the necessary conditions for 
such comparison are absent can also emphasize the singularity of the person or performer under 
consideration. Calling one “the greatest” when comparison is unlikely or impossible—as in all 
the cases quoted above—implies that the absence of comparison is not the result of any lack of 
knowledge, but a result of the complete singularity of the performer under question. Thus “best” 
becomes a vernacular shorthand for “idiosyncratic” in a positive sense while also conveying a 
degree of confidence in one’s own taste and exposure to cultural products.  
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Indian Classical Music and the LP 
Ali Akbar Khan’s performance on Omnibus in 1955 was both the first performance of Indian 
classical music on American television and the only one for over a decade. It was not until the 
fall of 1967—just months before the U.N. appearance that began this chapter—that Ravi Shankar 
appeared for the first time on American network television.123 Instead, it was the LP record that 
provided the primary media component of Shankar’s North American reception. This was likely 
a result of the necessary market appeal of each medium; record labels could profitably market 
LPs to niche audiences, but network television required a broader viewership. 
According to Brian Silver, the early market for LPs of Hindustani music in the U.S. 
occupied three distinct but overlapping markets. The first was a “highbrow offshoot of the folk 
music revival” of the 1950s and 1960s. The second offshoot was that of jazz aficionados who 
found in the improvisational aspects of Hindustani music a similarity that was constantly 
invoked and critiqued throughout the time period. Thirdly, there was a subset of classical music 
lovers, including composers like Alan Hovhanness and Peggy Glanville-Hicks. Although these 
musical worlds clearly maintain their differences, there were important commonalities between 
them. Hindustani music’s claim to an “unbroken tradition” satisfied both the folk revival’s love 
for a common past and classical musicians’ desire for a truly “rooted” tradition—recall 
Menuhin’s early musings that composers found in Indian music a “rootedness” that they found 
appealing. Furthermore, the attitude of connoisseurship pervaded all of these. Vanguard carried 
both folk and classical recordings, and its slogan was actually “recordings for the 
connoisseur.”124 A 1960 advertisement emphasized the use of folk music by a wide variety of 
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musicians, proudly displaying pictures of The Weavers alongside Ernest Bloch, Leopold 
Stokowski, and Ralph Vaughan Williams. Although it does not include recordings of classical 
music, advertisements for the joint World Pacific/Pacific Jazz offerings on the sleeve insert to 
Ravi Shankar’s 1961 LP Improvisations promote an even more diverse array of offerings. In 
addition to numerous recordings by Shankar and a host of jazz musicians like Joe Pass, Wes 
Montgomery, and Gerald Wilson, the advertisement promotes LPs from Japanese Koto player 
Kimio Eto, Brazilian guitarist Laurindo Almeida, and the album 12 String Guitar! by The 
Folkswingers.125  
Ali Akbar Khan’s first LP did not sell particularly well, but that initial appearance of 
Hindustani music on the LP format was still remembered by some as a turning point.126 Musician 
and folklorist Samuel Charters recalls the introduction of Indian music on LP as a revelation: 
The problem with music from India…is that you must hear it at length, and (in the early 
years) we were dealing with 78’s. So it was suddenly the realization that there was Indian 
music on LP. The first time—I’ll never forget—in Hollywood, a friend of mine, a 
designer, said “listen to this.” And he played me the first LP of Ali Akbar Khan—twenty-
five minutes of uninterrupted raga—not the three minute segments we’d been getting on 
78’s. I was stunned.127 
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For Charters, the experience of listening to recorded Hindustani music was transformed by the 
expanded temporal possibilities of the LP.128 Hearing “twenty-five minutes of uninterrupted 
raga” rather than roughly four minutes meant that there was time for a full (if still truncated) 
alap-jor-jhala form, and this more complete presentation had a radical effect: 
I realized that this was one of the world’s greatest musics, and I also realized that it was a 
music that was so sophisticated, and so rich within its own traditions, that it wasn’t music 
you could exploit, it wasn’t music you could develop….So it was in the LP, suddenly, 
that the whole world of Indian music opened up.129 
 
Another writer who recognized the importance of the LP to the American reception of 
Hindustani music was Victor Rangel-Ribeiro. In 1957, Rangel-Ribeiro penned an extensive 
review essay that reflected on the importance of recording in spreading Hindustani music in 
which he lamented: “the classical music of India, one of the world’s great cultural treasures, has 
so far been little known outside the frontiers of that country.”130 According to Rangel-Ribeiro, 
recordings provided the antidote to Indian music’s relative anonymity on the global stage. The 
portability and repeatability of the record provided a way of overcoming spatial and temporal 
restraints, and Rangel-Ribeiro further emphasized the particular importance of the LP format: 
Indian Music is an intensely personal art. The performer is also a composer; he may sing 
or play for an hour or even two, weaving a continuous, closely linked mesh of 
improvisation. It would sear his soul if you cut a four-minute slice from this and placed it 
on one side of a 78 r.p.m. disk—all that India produces commercially. It would be like 
recording a four-minute slice of Beethoven and saying: “This is the ‘Pastoral’ 
Symphony.” But the crime in regard to the Indian would be greater, because he builds 
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everything out of a single germ or motif, and any one section depends on what has gone 
before.131 
 
 If the LP overcame the disadvantages of 78-rpm records, Rangel-Ribeiro notes that 
Hindustani musicians held reservations about recording that also needed to be overcome: 
Each great artist had certain secrets of performance that he had acquired through long 
years of study and experimentation. These secrets he guarded jealously, only passing 
them on to a favored pupil when his own days were numbered. (One is reminded of 
Paganini and his own closely kept secrets of violin-playing, many of which went to the 
grave with him.) 
 
The master’s reasoning was simple: if he recorded, anybody merely by switching on a 
phonograph could learn to imitate his art; he would be deprived of his livelihood by 
charlatans, and his art would be debased.132 
 
In other words, masters of Hindustani music were concerned that recordings would make their 
skill too apparent—available for anyone to emulate without the direct social hierarchy that 
governed the acquisition of musical skill. But the rejection of recording was less total than 
Rangel-Ribeiro suggests. Ethnomusicologist Adrian McNeil has demonstrated that sarod players 
during the early twentieth century recorded, but they tended to record “light classical ragas,” first 
of all because they could more easily fit within the time constraints of the 78-rpm record.133 
McNeil further suggests that these lighter ragas—as more popular and less particular to any 
given school or performer—represented the least risky material to record: “There was an 
understandable reluctance to record khās material—the real specialties of a musical heritage that 
included certain special compositions (bandishes), specialized modes and techniques of 
exposition (tān-toda) and perhaps even particular stylistic details of ālāp” because repeated 
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listening via the gramophone could allow these aspects of musical knowledge to be copied by 
those outside the actual gharana.134 The reasons outlined by Rangel-Ribeiro and McNeil likely 
explain why Indian musician did not take up the practice of recording longer performances onto 
multiple discs, as was common practice for longer works of Western art music. 
Rangel-Ribeiro credited Yehudi Menuhin and Nicholas Nabokov with effecting a change 
in Indian musicians’ attitudes towards recording, leading to the releases by Angel records and an 
early UNESCO anthology.135 But as important as these two were for facilitating connections, 
there is no indication that they had to convince Ali Akbar Khan or Ravi Shankar to record in the 
first place. Still, the idea that the practitioners of Hindustani music resisted recording helped 
continue a narrative about performance that Menuhin had promoted since Khan’s live 
performance at the Museum of Modern Art—that it was a mysterious activity that could not “be 
switched on as a repetitive mechanical process.” Recalling his emphasis on music as a religious 
act, Menuhin asserted that it “must be courted in purification, dedication and the summoning of 
hidden mysterious powers. The most fragile and precious thing in the world is this mood or 
atmosphere; it can be forever destroyed by a false note, a false thought, a sudden intrusion or 
arbitrary act.”136 This is in consistent with many ideals of Hindustani musical practice, but it 
hardly describes how contemporary Hindustani musicians actually dealt with recording and 
performance.  
Ali Akbar Khan and Ravi Shankar were both quite open to recording as an opportunity to 
showcase their musical skill. Ali Akbar Khan recalled that his initial LP did not take place in a 
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carefully curated environment, but as part of a sound check.137 Shankar encountered a similar 
emphasis on the fragility of the musical moment from a BBC interviewer in 1965, and while 
Shankar agreed with the ideal of such a protected space for music-making, he also displayed a 
pragmatic comfort with adapting his improvisations to suit the time allotted (or demanded) by 
the medium: 
It's a sort of mental discipline. Suppose I know that I have to play for a little record of 78 
speed, that means 3 minutes, only. I know that I have to play for a long-playing record, 
that means anything between 18 to 20 or 21 minutes. I know I have to play for a 
broadcast of half an hour. Or I know that I have to play in India, for instance, I'm 
supposed to play at least for 2 hours one item, one raga. So you see, I have to 
immediately conceive that this is the period in which I have to play the raga either solo or 
along with tabla. So Immediately I plan it, it's done like that you know. And that's how 
we can either make a concentrated form of the raga. Or we can elaborate and make it, 
well, it doesn't matter. One doesn't take away…138 
 
Whereas Rangel-Ribeiro had claimed that such parsing of a performance would “sear [the] soul” 
of an Indian classical musician, Shankar describes adapting to the demands of particular media 
and social contexts as an aspect of his skillful discipline. It was this flexibility that allowed 
Shankar to be so cosmopolitan in his appeal, exercising the cosmopolitan skill of accommodating 
the expectations of diverse audience and the demands of divergent forms of media. 
The application of this skill on recordings meant that listeners had a wealth of 
opportunities to hear Shankar’s music outside of a live setting. Rangel-Ribeiro emphasized the 
repeatability of such recorded performances, arguing that a single encounter with an LP would 
be inadequate: “the secret of Indian music will not stand revealed in a single hearing. Whatever 
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records you buy will have to be listened to many times over, until they become old friends.” 
Samuel Charters, on the other hand, had emphasized the “first time” he experienced the music on 
LP as a moment of clarity that came “suddenly.” Although these seem opposed, both are 
responses to the expanded length of music available on LP. Whereas Rangel-Ribeiro promoted 
these longer recordings as a path to understanding through ongoing engagement, the format 
readily demonstrated to Charters the extent to which he did not understand this music. It seems 
the shorter 78s could be more easily dismissed—they were less substantial, snippets—but the LP 
allowed an extended performance that more effectively demonstrated the presence of skill, 
knowledge, and specialized labor behind this music. Even for novices, this could be apperceived 
at a basic level through the recording and supplemented by the various texts that accompanied it.  
The fact that this music would not give up its “secret” in a single hearing was also part of 
its allure. As Gerry Farrell argues, the belief in Hindustani music’s ultimately unknowable nature 
has long provided “the very core of Western attitudes” towards Indian music.139 Listeners’ ability 
to stop, start, and repeat the recording could diminish this “unknowable” quality, but they could 
also use the recording to maintain it. They could determine the context and frequency of their 
listening experiences, allowing the music to become familiar enough to be meaningful while still 
remaining somewhat “strange.” For some, repeated listening and study of lengthy liner notes and 
spoken introductions could increase their knowledge and appreciation. For others, their 
encounter with the LP stood as proof of all that they did not understand, evidence that this music 
was beyond dismissal. They could put the record on to hear it “as if for the first time,” just as 
much as they might seek to become more conversant with the tradition by drawing on previous 
encounters. Although Shankar and others spoke of recordings as aids to comprehension and even 
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as tools for moving beyond virtuosity, many listeners valued media as a way of encountering an 
otherness that could be mitigated through the affordances of the LP without necessarily requiring 
understanding. That they did not fully comprehend the music or the skill involved in producing it 
did not preclude them from being in awe; it could even aid in such a perception. Their experience 
hinged on the valence assigned to the otherness they encountered via the recording, as the line 
between the pleasurable otherness of transcendence and the confusing otherness of incoherence 
was by no means fixed. 
Ravi Shankar on LP 
Thus far, I have emphasized the role of the LP recording in the American reception of 
Hindustani music, whether by Ali Akbar Khan or Ravi Shankar. In this section, I explore how 
Shankar’s releases gradually became distinct in their tendency to promote him as a remarkably 
skilled practitioner rather than a representative “culture-bearer.” Ravi Shankar’s first LP was 
recorded by EMI in London in 1956 and released in the U.S. the following year by Angel 
Records as Music of India, Volume 2: Three Ragas.140 As evidenced by the title, it was intended 
as a direct follow-up to the Ali Akbar Khan Music of India of 1955.141 Both records are similar 
in the ragas they include, and the overall structure of the performances follows the tripartite 
alap-jor-jhala pattern. Furthermore, Chatur Lal plays tabla on both records and both feature a 
long (at least for a recording) opening raga of over 20 minutes. The liner notes for both also 
follow the album titles in focusing far more on Hindustani music in general—which was simply 
referred to as “Indian music”—than on the performers or the actual performances on the LP.  
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The sonic differences on the LPs—between the sitar and the sarod, and between Shankar 
and Khan as improvisers—were unlikely to have been noticeable or of much import to listeners 
in the United States, but there were important shifts in the discourse about Shankar’s particular 
presentation of skill. Although Ali Akbar Khan and Chatur Lal were both praised as “masters” 
by Menuhin, the notes to Shankar’s LP singled his skill out as particularly noteworthy, 
concluding with an explanation of his mastery of rhythm: “One of the lesser known facets of 
Ravi Shankar’s artistry is his uncanny understanding and use of the whole gamut of rhythmics of 
Indian music.” Whereas Menuhin had once claimed that American audiences were uniquely 
receptive to rhythm, the author of the liner notes, who was a part-time student of Shankar’s, 
doubted whether Western listeners could recognize such rhythmic mastery: “It is quite unlikely 
that a person not intimately involved with the finer aspects of our music, either through actual 
study or long association, would detect this in his recordings or concerts in this country.142 
Another difference between the two LPs was the absence of spoken introductions and 
explanations on Shankar’s LP. When listeners played the Ali Akbar Khan LP, Yehudi Menuhin’s 
voice would have been one of the first sounds they heard, fading in after ten seconds of music 
that was clearly meant to introduce its basic timbres. Menuhin essentially recited part of his 
Omnibus script for the LP listener, introducing the musicians and asking Ali Akbar Khan to play 
the ascending and descending versions of the raga before counting through a cycle of the tala 
with Chatur Lal. Absent the visual component of television, he also had the musicians each play 
a more extended demonstration on their instruments so that listeners could identify what it was 
they were hearing.  
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Shankar’s second LP, Sounds of India, did feature a spoken commentary, this time by 
Shankar himself. Shankar spoke with far more authority on Indian music than Menuhin had, and 
in addition to identifying instruments, he offered more explanation about the function of raga 
and tala, imploring listeners to approach the music “with a relaxed and open mind” and without 
expecting harmony or counterpoint. He also directed attention to the rhythmic interplay between 
sitar and tabla that garnered so much attention in live concert reviews: “At times, they [sitar and 
tabla] may play together a long rhythmic pattern and return with a climax to sam or the one, 
which is the most important thing.”143 With this, Shankar counted the first beat of the tala as he 
and Chatur Lal built the rhythmic complexity through 9 cycles, finally providing the promised 
climactic accent. If the act of speaking authoritatively about music placed Shankar in the 
spokesman role that Menuhin had been taking on for years, the effect of Shankar’s narration 
prior to and over his own demonstration was similar to Menuhin’s narration over his slow-
motion performance on Omnibus. It positioned him as possessor and possessed, swept up in the 
performance and yet able to step back and describe it with aplomb. 
Shankar’s explanations—on recordings, in concert, and eventually in college classrooms 
at UCLA and the City College of New York—allowed him to point out salient aspects of skill, 
and the impressiveness of his explanatory skills was bound together with his role as an 
improviser and a bearer of tradition who could perform that tradition discursively as well as 
musically. According to Isadora Bennett, the publicist who booked Shankar’s first three college 
tours, such explanatory prowess was also unusual for a “foreign” performer. She explained in a 
section of an unpublished manuscript titled “The Foreign Import”: 
In general my experience would tell me that only a very few artists of any country can 
explain their own tradition. You [the publicist] are the one who must acquire some 
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background because even those knowledgeable ones will need to be “interpreted” to the 
new audience.144  
 
Thus, Shankar’s ability to literally and metaphorically “speak the language” of audiences 
was viewed as an exceptional skill. Furthermore, it was one that was necessitated by the 
expectations of Western listeners. As Bonnie Wade argues, “the very making of explanations of 
musical detail is a characteristic Western approach to classical music.”145 R.R. Menon, music 
critic for the Times of India, argued that the tendency to offer explanations to audiences in the 
United States and Europe was more about Indian musicians being “unable to account for 
Western reaction to Indian music,” such that they “escape[d] into musicology.” Despite this, 
reflexive discursive ability became one of the defining features of Indian musicianship that 
Menuhin viewed as superior to artists in the Western classical canon, like himself. While 
discussing his impression of Ravi Shankar, Menuhin claimed that “any of these great Indian 
musicians can expound on their subject with a clarity which almost no Western musician can 
about his own work.”146 Yet what Menuhin and many audiences took as a central aspect of 
Indian musical skill—reflective knowledge about that skill—can be interpreted as an 
accommodation to Western desire, or at least an exception to Hindustani musical practice.  
If speaking about music seems to be radically separate from the ability to impress via 
performance, it can also be interpreted as yet another aspect of the versatility that attracted 
audiences. As Shankar remarked in 1964, audiences during the age of electronic media 
increasingly expected versatility: 
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Everywhere the audiences have become more demanding and, shall we say, less patient. 
No longer is the specialist appreciated as he once was. Today the musician is expected to 
be well rounded and versed in all of the aspects of the art.147 
 
Shankar’s technical facility, improvisatory prowess, and discursive ability were bound together 
as key aspects of his virtuoso identity. As the critic Robert Shelton summarized: “Shankar is a 
fusion of the technical wizard with the musical poet and the philosophical mystic, all of which 
combine to make his performance remarkable.”148 
Shankar’s third LP, India’s Master Musician, was released in 1958 on yet another record 
label. Beyond the spoken introduction, the main musical difference between Shankar’s first two 
recordings was the length of performance. A single raga took up the entirety of side A on Three 
Ragas, whereas the longest raga on Sounds of India was a little over ten minutes, perhaps to 
allow for the time required by the spoken introduction. India’s Master Musician similarly 
featured shorter performances, but it marked a major shift in how the liner notes of Shankar’s 
recordings discussed him and his accomplishments, as both their rhetorical tone and the 
organization had changed drastically from previous records. This can be traced to the author, 
George Avakian, who had overseen Shankar’s Sounds of India recording as an executive for 
Columbia and agreed to write the liner notes for the LP to be released on his friend Dick Bock’s 
label, World Pacific.  
As a record executive, Avakian clearly applied a business savvy that was more developed 
than that of the musicians and composers who had previously provided liner notes. First of all, 
Avakian shifted the emphasis from promoting the LP as a sample of a whole tradition to 
promoting the exceptional individual greatness of the performer. Only after extensive praise for 
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Shankar as one of the most exciting performers in all improvised music does Avakian decide that 
“a word about Indian music is in order.” Avakian then includes his own version of the basics of 
raga, tala, and Indian instrumentation, but they are now meant to aid in the enjoyment of 
Shankar, rather than Shankar providing an example of these basic musical points. Instead of 
emphasizing the depth and breadth of Hindustani music as a tradition, this album presented a 
Shankar as a master musician who could essentially stand in for the whole of that tradition. 
India’s Master Musician thus represented a shift from the educational or even cultural-
diplomatic tone of the earlier LPs into something more clearly promotional. There’s no evidence 
that Shankar had any direct say in how the materials for this album came together, but letters to 
Isadora Bennett from around the same time indicate a desire to balance the commercial and the 
educational. Shankar wrote to Bennett that he did not want to perform “only for colleges and 
universities,” saying that he “would be happy if half of [his] engagements were professional and 
the other half educational.149  
Avakian’s liner notes summarized the many things that made Shankar so impressive to 
his Western listeners in the opening to his liner notes for India’s Master Musician: 
Ravi Shankar, India’s musical ambassador to the world, is one of the world’s leading 
virtuoso instrumentalists. He is also a walking storehouse of the artistic heritage of one of 
the world’s oldest cultures. But more than that, he is probably the most gifted and 
imaginative master of improvisation that the musical world has ever encountered.150 
 
Avakian uses “virtuoso instrumentalist” to refer to Shankar’s purely technical prowess, but his 
ability to serve as bearer of a heritage and ambassador for that heritage to the rest of the world 
certainly counts as part of his skill. Reading this opening, it is unsurprising that Avakian drafted 
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these notes with the heading “India’s Greatest Musician.”151 He continued by framing Shankar as 
a sort of global superlative who provided both the most emotional and intellectual aspects of 
musical experience: 
It would be difficult to conceive of anything more exciting, in terms of pure animal joy, 
than the climactic passages of a Ravi Shankar improvisation. Yet at the same time, the 
intellectual process of creation which goes into all of his performances is something 
which never takes second place to the profound emotionalism of his music. The 
combination, blended with impeccable taste of a universal sort which requires no intimate 
knowledge of the history and systems within which Ravi Shankar works, produces one of 
the rarest and most moving musical experiences possible anywhere.152  
  
Like the reviews of Ali Akbar Khan’s 1955 performance that marveled as the appeal of 
the performance, the last sentence leaves it unclear precisely who is the active agent in this 
experience. The “combination” is obviously Shankar’s, as he is the performer at work. But the 
“universal taste” cannot be, since Shankar obviously possesses the knowledge that such taste 
supposedly makes unnecessary. Instead, it is the listener who provides the “universal taste” that 
marvels at Shankar’s skill. The cosmopolitanism of his appeal binds together the perceiver and 
the perceived in such a way that both receive credit.  
Improvisations and Ravi Shankar as a “Chameleon” 
The mix of exoticism and cosmopolitanism in the reception of Shankar meant that he was 
required to perform his Indian identity at all times, and this requirement combined with his wide-
ranging interests led him to develop what he called a “split personality.” As a performer, he was 
strictly and fully a Hindustani classical musician. As a composer, however, he was regularly far 
more comfortable branching out and becoming a cosmopolitan collaborator. This distinction was 
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one that he often invoked in defending himself, especially from Indian critics who claimed he 
had damaged the purity of a raga or Hindustani music more generally:  
In India, I have been called a destroyer. But that is only because they mixed my identity 
as a performer and as a composer. As a composer I have tried everything, even electronic 
music and avant-garde. But as a performer I am, believe me, getting more classical and 
more orthodox, jealously protecting the heritage that I have learned.153 
 
Shankar also emphasized that his flexibility was earned. Stephen Slawek notes that “while even 
he has described himself as chameleon-like, able to change his stylistic colors and shadings to 
meet the demands of his performance context, he implies that the knowledge of the old and 
orthodox imparted to him by Baba [Allauddin Khan] in the khas talim in some way grants him 
the privilege of such flexibility in performance practice.”154 Shankar stated this explicitly when 
describing his work on West Meets East, saying, “that was the first time two musicians from 
these cultures met and did something like that together. What I got from my guru, Allauddin 
Khan, was so solid and deep that I could keep that intact and be experimental, too.”155  
West Meets East was not really a musical fusion in terms of style; the music was all 
composed by Shankar and its underlying principles were always based on Hindustani music. But 
bringing Menuhin into that world was received by some at the time and since precisely as a 
project of fusion. In the 1964 booklet Music Memory, Shankar asked, “Can there be a fusion of 
Indian and Western Music?”: 
If one hopes to retain the individual character of each music, there can never be a fusion, 
for both will be harmed in the combination. The melodic character of Indian Music and 
the harmonic character of Western Music are like oil and water. They will not mix. By all 
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means, people should make the effort to hear and to understand and admire both kinds. 
Nor should there be any fear that one will harm the other. If anything, the study of both 
sharpens the musical awareness.156 
 
Shankar thus argued against the idea of fusion while encouraging a sort of cosmopolitan 
familiarity with both types of music. His actual activities, however, did not always align with his 
seemingly unambiguous statements against fusion. As early as 1958, there was talk of Shankar 
touring and collaborating with jazz pianist Dave Brubeck, and other collaborations that many 
considered “fusion” would come and go throughout his career.157 
An early example of this came in 1961, when Dick Bock, owner of World Pacific 
Records, arranged for what Shankar called an “East-West” recording with several jazz 
musicians, most notably the flutist Bud Shank. Shankar and Shank played together on the first 
track of the LP, “Improvisation on the theme music from Pather Panchali,” although Shank’s 
role was very circumscribed. In between improvisations by Shankar and the other Indian 
musicians, Shank played the theme Shankar had composed based on “certain Bengali pastoral 
songs,” which had originally been performed on an Indian flute.158 The liner notes, written by 
Wesleyan University ethnomusicologist Robert E. Brown, emphasize that Shank was the one 
whose performance displayed cosmopolitan skill, saying that he played “in an Indian style, with 
notable success, on his Western instrument.”159 
 In his later discussions of this recording, Shankar was careful to note that the fusion 
piece on the record, “Fire Night,” was one on which he did not perform. The liner-notes 
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emphasize “Fire Night” as an “exciting musical first” in combining Indian music and jazz with 
results “not quite Indian and not quite jazz,” but Shankar was clear that the part of his musical 
personality at play was the compositional side.160 He recalls, “I didn’t play on the piece myself. I 
wrote the main melody theme, based on the scale of Raga Dhani (which resembles the blues 
scale), and conducted as each musician improvised. It was my first experience of collaborating 
with non-Indian musicians in the jazz style.”161  
Several years after its release, Critic Robert Shelton would name Improvisations as one of 
his favorite recording of Shankar’s, citing its “fusion of sitar, tabla and American jazz 
instruments in a fascinating hybrid excursion.”162 Elsewhere, however, the fusion aspect brought 
censure: 
East meets West on this strange but fascinating disk, and East wins. On one side of the 
record the notable Mr. Shankar improvises an original material in a westernized manner: 
there are finite lengths to the variations, and some attempt to force the subtle and intricate 
language of Indian classical music into familiar occidental patterns. The foolishness of 
this mingling is best shown by the second side, where Mr. Shankar and his Indian 
colleagues present an authentic Indian improvisation, supple, infinitely varied and 
wonderfully free.163  
 
Many listeners in the U.S. and Europe had long desired Indian musicians to sound Indian.164 For 
the reviewer quoted above, Improvisations represented a negative acquiescence to rules, not a 
positive display of skill by foraying into another musical idiom. Shankar could be cosmopolitan 
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in appeal and in his own experiences, but most American audiences still wanted his actual music 
to be thoroughly Indian. Conversely, Yehudi Menuhin would be widely praised for moving 
behind his musical home on West Meets East, but such approval rarely followed musicians 
adapting to “the West.”  
Another musician who experienced this double-standard was koto player Kimio Eto, who 
had also recorded a duo LP with Bud Shank that was released on World Pacific in 1960. When 
he performed Henry Cowell’s Concerto for Koto, he provoked the ire of the composer for 
improvising part of the cadenza. Sidney Cowell recalled in a letter that Eto added “echoes of 
unsuitable music” from the canon of European art music that he “intended as evidence of his 
mastery of the Western idiom.”165 But where Eto was castigated by some for his efforts at 
proving his cosmopolitan skill, the liner-notes for Eto’s World Pacific LP with Bud Shank praise 
Shank for his “ability to perform this difficult material (totally alien to his musical background) 
successfully, to Mr. Eto’s complete satisfaction and delight.” The project “attest[ed] to his 
unusual musical flexibility.”166 
West Meets East 
In June 1966, Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin performed together at the Bath Music Festival. 
Menuhin and Shankar had shared stages before, perhaps most famously at the UNESCO Music 
Festival in 1958, but in the earlier encounters they performed one after the other, each as separate 
representative of distinct musical cultures. In 1966, West met East in direct musical terms, not 
simply on the program or in pictures of the following reception, and this first collaboration had 
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them performing the music that would eventually feature on side A of the first West Meets East 
LP.  
The timing of West Meets East’s release was fortuitous. In the mid-60s, Shankar had 
indirectly influenced The Beatle’s George Harrison through The Byrds, who recorded at the 
same studio as Shankar in L.A. in 1964. In popular and scholarly memory, the association with 
Harrison and his celebratory endorsement finally made Shankar’s remarkable skill obvious to the 
rest of the Western world, ushering in “the great sitar explosion,” when the instrument entered 
U.S. and British popular culture through Shankar’s own music and the use of the sitar by 
prominent rock bands.167 The touchstone performance within this historiography is Shankar’s 
afternoon set at the first Monterey International Pop Festival in 1967, which came to be viewed 
as an unofficial inauguration into U.S. popular culture. People from corners of the classical, jazz, 
and folk revival worlds had been buying Shankar’s LPs and attending his concerts for years, but 
The Beatles helped Shankar into the pop market, with Monterey coming as a sort of unofficial 
coronation.  
The vast expansion of Shankar’s fame after his association with The Beatles evoked deep 
suspicion of Shankar’s many fans both during the height of his popularity and in subsequent 
historiography. The sitar explosion has understandably sat uneasily with ethnomusicologists 
specializing in Hindustani classical music, who see in it a lack of respect or real engagement 
with a revered musical tradition. Bonnie Wade’s history of the North American reception of 
Indian classical music begins by attempting to separate the “fad” from the long-term 
development of interest in Indian classical music.168 Stephen Slawek agrees that the sitar 
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explosion was a “short-lived diversion,” during which “Western youths, particularly members of 
the counterculture, came to associate Indian music with instant enlightenment and tied it to 
experimentation with mind-altering drugs.”169  
Slawek notes that there was “serious interest in Indian music” that “would have 
continued without the infusion of Indian exoticism in the popular culture of the 1960s.”170 
Slawek and Wade’s points about the separateness of the fad from the ongoing movement are 
well taken, but I would argue that there are also significant overlaps between the fad and the 
“serious interest.” In other words, the fad was different in scale, but audiences were not terribly 
original in how they took up Shankar’s music, and this was particularly true in their experience 
of virtuosity. Exclamations about blazing speed had come before the sitar explosion, although 
the point of reference each had in mind had perhaps shifted from Paganini or Charlie Parker to 
Jimi Hendrix. The idea of seeking “self-expansion” through Indian music was by also no means 
introduced by the Beatles; Menuhin had advocated for a similar attitude over a decade before. 
Finally, the interest in Shankar as the ideal artistic laborer spans the entire reception. The hippie 
counterculture’s terminology was certainly more cosmic than cosmopolitan, but the descriptive 
rhetoric employed was actually strikingly similar to that gradually taken up over the ten years 
that preceded the sitar explosion. 
On a more practical level, Shankar’s and Menuhin’s collaboration had been in the works 
long before Shankar had ever met a Beatle. Although 1966 was their first public performance, it 
was not the first time that they had played together. In a letter dated February 22, 1964, Shankar 
wrote to Menuhin and his wife Diana: 
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One of the nicest happenings of the EAST-WEST conference was the opportunity of 
seeing a little more of you than we did in London! I was so sorry to have to leave so early 
and not to be able to say good-bye.  
 
Penny [Shankar’s friend and unofficial assistant, Penelope Estabrook] told me that she 
gave you the tape and sent the music in the reliable hands of George. Knowing how very 
rushed you were, she thought it best not to disturb you and so didn’t get the chance to 
send one more message from me…that this was just an experiment—a little fun—with a 
hope that we can do some more sometime!171 
 
The conference referenced here was officially called “Music East and West.”172 This was likely a 
private gathering, and neither musician mentions it in any of their extensive autobiographical 
writings. Its occurrence remains significant because it shows how long the eventual West Meets 
East collaboration had been in the works. It also emphasizes the role of male homo-social 
friendship in fostering their cosmopolitan projects. For both men, the ability to cross cultural 
lines and successfully engage different musical traditions was facilitated by their connections to 
powerful men from within those traditions. 
Shankar seems to have driven this collaboration in every way. According to Menuhin, 
Shankar agreed to perform at the Bath festival only if Menuhin would also perform with him: 
“Ravi’s quid pro quo for coming was that I should give a joint concert with his group: first I 
alone, playing a Bach sonata; then the Indians; then, for the finale, West would join East in a 
specifically chosen raga to suit my experience.”173 The plan to record the pieces apparently also 
originated with Shankar. A month prior to the Bath performance, Menuhin wrote to Shankar: “I 
think the idea of recording our joint pieces excellent provided, of course, that I do not make too 
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great a fool of myself.”174 Because of Menuhin’s lack of knowledge in Hindustani music, the 
original plan was to play a piece by the German pianist and composer Peter Feuchtwanger that 
was based on a raga. Menuhin explains: “As for the Feuchtwanger work, it is a useful point de 
depart. Although altogether superfluous for you, it is something for me to hang on to which I 
hope may in the course of our rehearsals also become superfluous for me; I can hardly hope, 
however, that in the course of a few hours I can acquire an art which takes years and years to 
master. I am forwarding your letter to E.M.I. and hope they will agree.”175  
Menuhin’s concerns about his ability to collaborate with Shankar are palpable in these 
brief written exchanges. A hand-written note that accompanied the original typed letter simply 
states that the project’s appeal was “self-explanatory” and insists that the two performers “must 
spend enough time for the piece [they were] to play together at Bath.”176 Shankar’s reservations, 
however, were more about the quality of the Feuchtwanger piece. Shankar recalls: 
It was an interesting piece in which he [Feuchtwanger] had used the skeletal scale of the 
Indian Raga Tilang. But somehow, from the point of view of the sitar and Indian music in 
general, it seemed quite strange to me—especially if I had to perform it. I told Yehudi 
this frankly, so he said, “In which case, why don’t you write a new piece?” I was hesitant, 
not wishing to hurt the piece’s composer; but Yehudi was so enthusiastic that I agreed 
and did a completely new composition based on the same raga.177  
 
It would certainly have been odd for Shankar—a deeply adept improviser—to play a 
piece of music that dimly recalls the tradition that he knew so well. Beyond this oddity, his 
identity as a composer-performer was so central to his reception that removing either role would 
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likely not have been well received. Looking back, Shankar saw how important it was that the 
music came from him:  
These collaborations with Yehudi were my first top-notch ones with a foreign artist. After 
this it seemed better for me to record only with classical musicians, and it convinced me 
that I should always be the composer. Moreover, whatever music we chose to play, 
whether based on ragas or folk tunes, it had to be Indian.178 
 
Whether as West Meets East or Menuhin Meets Shankar (the album’s title in its U.K. 
release), the title reflected the dynamics of the collaboration.179 Menuhin—avatar of the West—
was the mobile protagonist, meeting and adapting to Shankar, who personified the ancient, 
immobile East. The first review of their Bath performance had made this clear, saying “it would 
be wrong to say that East met West halfway. Rather, Mr. Menuhin was experimenting with the 
introduction of a violin in the Indian musical framework.”180  
Although some reviewers of the LP complained that Menuhin still sounded a bit too 
much like himself, especially in terms of his vibrato, many listeners in 1967 were certain that the 
collaboration was “purely Indian” and a credit to Menuhin’s musical and cultural sensitivity. The 
New York Times wrote that Menuhin produced results that “sound authentic, although Shankar’s 
solo comes off more brilliantly.”181 Nazir Jairazbhoy, reviewing for Ethnomusicology in 1970, 
noted that Menuhin’s performance “fell short of Indian standards in certain areas,” but this did 
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not reduce the ways that Menuhin’s musical cosmopolitanism impressed. As he admitted, “it is 
impressive that a Western musician is able to play Indian music.”182  
Most reviewers were convinced that Shankar had remained fixed (and thus fully 
authentic) while allowing Menuhin to adapt. A reviewer for Audio declared, “these are true 
Eastern pieces, literally, not by mere suggestion.”183 That reviewer further recalled Menuhin’s 
spoken introduction on Ali Akbar Khan’s first LP, and viewed West Meets East as an expansion: 
“Now one step further, he [Menuhin] actually plays. Shankar has integrated him into the rigidly 
stylized semi-improvisation of the Eastern-type art.” It is true, the rhythmic and melodic 
principles of West Meets East were fully based in Hindustani music, but Shankar had adapted to 
Menuhin by making a change in the process of creating the music: no longer improvised, the 
pieces were fully composed in a way much more consistent with the practices of Western 
classical music. Although this escaped most reviewers, the success of the collaboration became 
both proof and part of skill. As the Audio reviewer concluded simply: “It works. You’ll be 
amazed.”184  
Despite the celebration of West Meets East, some considered Shankar and Menuhin’s 
collaboration to be an unhealthy mixing of styles. Nicolas Nabokov—who had sponsored many 
intercultural “east-west exchanges,” including the conference at which Menuhin and Shankar 
first experimented with playing together—wrote in a letter to a friend that he valued “the 
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preservation of pure, as yet untarnished (i.e. uncrossbred) non-European music” rather than that 
music’s “propagation within the West.”185 Nabokov continued: 
It is for the same reason that I have deplored the ‘potpourri’ of inherent musical nonsense 
produced by Yehudi Menuhin and Ravi Shankar, both of whom independently I admire 
as excellent performers, but only wish they would exercise their art separately and not 
serenade each other in joint ‘jumbo-mumbo’ activities. Nothing is worse than mish-
mash...186  
 
It seems that the presumed mobility of Shankar was what most upset Nabokov. Had Shankar 
remained “pure” from his perspective, then perhaps Menuhin’s adaptability would have excited 
Nabokov the way that it did so many others. Furthermore, his criticism of Menuhin and Shankar 
reflected decidedly classed concerns about middlebrow culture. He saw the two performers’ 
combined celebrity as a ploy for “novelty value” that was “congenial to a culture industry hungry 
for media friendly ‘events’ to lubricate their marketing strategies and stimulate consumption.”187  
Although reviewers had balked at Shankar’s potential contamination by Western music in 
1961, they cheered at Menuhin’s ability to adapt to Shankar in 1967. The scope and demands of 
cosmopolitanism and exoticism required Ravi Shankar to maintain his “split personality.” Ravi 
Shankar the performer was exotically fixed, fully and essentially Indian. Ravi Shankar the 
composer-collaborator was cosmopolitan, adaptable and savvy in multiple musical domains, 
even as he provided the fixed target towards which the mobile Menuhin could aim.  
On Virtuoso Identity: Spokesman, Cosmopolitan, and Martyr 
This chapter has drawn from critical, scholarly, and popular accounts of Menuhin and Shankar to 
describe the construction of cosmopolitan virtuosity. Through years of performances, recordings, 
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and television appearances, audiences came to value the versatility of their skills, the widespread 
applicability and appeal of these skills across cultural and stylistic lines, and the cultural and 
artistic expansiveness of their projects. To conclude, I turn to two descriptions of Menuhin and 
Shankar by other musicians: Glenn Gould on Menuhin in Musical America, and Menuhin on 
Shankar in the foreword to Shankar’s 1968 book, My Music, My Life. Despite the long personal 
and musical histories connecting each author with the musician under discussion, both essays 
avoid personal anecdotes almost entirely in an attempt to capture the meaning of these musicians 
for the broader public of their day. Although personal views no doubt color their commentary, 
Gould and Menuhin as writers were well qualified to speak about the social role of the virtuoso 
performer, since it is a role that both played themselves. 
In December 1966, Musical America named Yehudi Menuhin “Musician of the Year,” 
and Gould, as a regular contributor and fellow virtuoso, was invited to provide a “dedicatory 
foreword” for the issue. In order to gather information, Gould wrote to Diana Menuhin to request 
“choice morsels of Menuhiniana,” including stories of his touring life and his work at the Bath 
festival. Gould was apparently aware of Shankar and Menuhin’s performance the previous 
month in Bath, as he also asked Diana Menuhin for comments on her husband’s “sitar 
accompanying.”188 Drawing on these materials, Gould produced a lengthy essay that praised 
Menuhin and attempted to summarize the ways that audiences around the world valued the man 
and his music. The idiosyncratic essay offers a fascinating perspective on how Menuhin took on 
the many meanings and anxieties about music and labor in his particular time and place. 
 Gould’s essay begins by describing the “puritan attitudes” towards artistic occupations at 
the time of Menuhin’s birth in the early twentieth century, which were supposedly relayed to 
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Gould by his Grandmother.189 According to these attitudes, the problem with being an artist was 
that “it meant…in addition to keeping company of the most lamentable sort, to seeking, or, at 
any rate, not refusing, that degree of idolatrous adulation which stands neighbor to blasphemy.” 
He goes on to offer a view of the artist as outsider full of “dark and troubled thoughts,” who 
nonetheless may be called upon as “spokesman” for a society in order to “define their own 
highest purposes.” This struck an uneasy deal that reimagined the artist differently: 
Given exceptional circumstances, impeccable character, and always assuming that 
vigilant attention, which can alone hold the forces of darkness at bay, the rarest of artist 
might indeed be capable of a spiritual transfiguration such as could be counted larger than 
life and attributed directly to the transcendence of the art. This, of course, was the view of 
art as an instrument of salvation, of the artist as missionary-advocate.190 
 
According to Gould, the suspicion of musical labor could only be overcome if it were done so 
well—with such fervor, precision, and diligence—that it redeemed itself, and hence all labor in 
the process. Following this anecdotal history of the place of musical labor within American 
society, Gould finally names Menuhin for the first time, specifically describing him as the 
redemptive “artist as spokesman,” whose “omnivorous curiosity” propelled him.191 
Gould’s redemptive themes and mention of “sacrificial aspects” begins blurring the line 
between spokesman and savior. In fact, his description of Menuhin increasingly sounds like the 
martyr metaphor used by Theodor Adorno to describe the virtuoso performer: 
Virtuosity makes the paradoxical essence of art, the possibility of the impossible, appear. 
Virtuosos are the martyrs of artworks; in many of their achievements, whether those of 
ballerinas or coloratura sopranos, something sadistic has become sedimented, some traces 
of the torture required to carry it out. It is no coincidence that the name ‘artist’ is borne 
both by the circus performer and one who has most turned away from effect...”192  
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The virtuoso as martyr could be read as a moralizing call for performers to submit themselves 
dutifully to the musical work, but it can also provide a more somber understanding of virtuosity 
as partially unalienated labor. As discussed in the previous chapter, the virtuoso persona relates 
to music-making as labor that is in some sense chosen and not wrested away as pure fodder for 
producing profit. The labor of music-making is experienced—and perceived—not as value to be 
expropriated or capital to be leveraged, but as one’s own embodied, productive capability 
actually present to oneself. This took the form of “play” in the context of downhome virtuosity, 
but Gould and Adorno communicate a similar idea through the much more serious metaphors of 
sacrifice and martyrdom. The difference in tone in their take on virtuosity results partially from a 
difference in the value placed on seriousness in their respective traditions, but it also represents 
the difference between the virtuoso persona as something co-constructed in performance and 
virtuoso identity as something that persists in a more stable state. Whereas the virtuoso persona 
takes up play in the moment, virtuoso identity emphasizes ongoing labor in a way that is more 
likely to acknowledge the difficulties of such a life.  
Understanding the virtuoso as a martyr provides an alternative to the dreams of 
omnipotence sometimes associated with virtuosity, where virtuosic performers are gods whose 
“lives are boring, predictable, [and] defined by themselves” or heroes whose inevitable conquest 
betrays their lack of real humanity.193 In contrast, the martyr narrative focuses on “individual 
agency, institutional oppression, and physical suffering.”194 Despite the focus on individual 
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agency, the individuality of martyrdom is also irreducibly social. The actions of martyrs are 
understood as something undertaken for themselves and their causes, yet it is only those who 
remain that are capable of putting the labors of the martyr to work. 
Gould closes his essay by pivoting to the international reception and reputation of 
Menuhin, attending to the different aspects of his appeal:  
Humanists, I suppose, respond to Menuhin’s disinterest in doctrinaire persuasion, his 
preference for dealing in aesthetic rather than moral judgments. Puritans approve his 
endless capacity for work, his clearly focused sense of mission. But such definitions are, 
in the end, merely matters of taste or points of privilege. For many of us, Yehudi 
Menuhin, artist extraordinaire, human being non pareil, seems one of these rare 
individuals who could in time perhaps succeed to that unique place in the affections of 
mankind left vacant by the death of Albert Schweitzer.195 
 
Albert Schweitzer was a theologian, musician, and doctor whose “genius flourished when he felt 
he was able to operate between cultures.”196 Although Schweitzer’s medical work in Africa has 
since been critiqued as participating in colonialism and racism, at the time the reference served to 
sum up Menuhin’s overall versatility, humanitarian appeal, and cosmopolitan outlook. 
Gould’s essay is fascinating it its own right, but it is more remarkable considering how 
similar it is to Menuhin’s description of Shankar in the foreword to My Music, My Life. Whereas 
Gould supposedly reported on his grandmother’s attitudes, Menuhin attempted to channel the 
attitude of the youth of the day, caught up as they were in the sitar explosion: “The appeal that 
Ravi Shankar exercises over our youth—the magic aura his presence and his music evoke—is a 
tribute both to his great art and to the intuitive wisdom of the searching young.”197 As many 
reviewers had done, Menuhin takes the route of praising both Hindustani performer and 
American perceiver for the recognition of musical skill. According to Menuhin, it was not simply 
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celebrity endorsement that vaunted Shankar into stardom; rather, he contended, it was the insight 
of American youth: 
In him, they recognize a synthesis of the immediacy of expression, the spontaneity, truth 
and integrity of action suited to the moment, that is a form of honesty characteristic of 
both the innocent child and the great artist. In him they see the mastery and dedication of 
a discipline born of infinite experience and concentrated effort that are manifestations of 
not only the artist’s own being but the generations preceding him.198  
 
These value-laden words—“immediacy,” “spontaneity,” “integrity,” “honesty”—come to hinge 
on Shankar’s musical labor. Just as Gould discussed Menuhin’s “endless capacity for work,” 
Menuhin praised Shankar’s “discipline born of infinite experience.”  
Despite his praise for both Shankar and the excited youth, Menuhin seems well aware of 
the potential criticism of Shankar as a passing celebrity. He vividly describes the dangers of 
celebrity in contemporary culture, and the “mirrors” that people hold up to themselves: 
This compulsive need to consult our mirrors —to find inner and outer approval (or, if not 
approval, at least justification), to be able to face at all times either a jury or a pack of 
journalists with ready statement—has now reached absurd proportions. 
 
The artist who knows it all too well himself is now the “ambassador,” a “high priest,” an 
“innovator,” the “cultural artifact,”—he behaves like one, looks like one. In a debased 
sense he is shown as the end and the means, the alpha and the omega, and is in danger of 
becoming a crystallized symbol covering an empty gesture, like Aubrey’s ghost 
disappearing on approach with a “most melodious twang.” Yet, thanks be to God, at the 
moment of genuine creation there is an incandescence that dissolves all impurities, 
leaving only burnished gold.”199 
 
Whereas Gould drew metaphorically on the religious rite of sacrifice, Menuhin makes 
Shankar’s performances the site for combining creation myth with purifying act. Menuhin has 
also provided a criticism of the virtuoso figure: self-absorbed, symbolically powerful but without 
substance, all-important and thus lacking in transcendence. He critiques this figure for perhaps 
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deigning to take the place of god as “the alpha and the omega,” yet he proceeds to attribute to 
Shankar a creative force that borders on deity. The titles he mentions—“ambassador,” a “high 
priest,” an “innovator,” the “cultural artifact”—were all applied to Ravi Shankar at one point, but 
Menuhin declares that Shankar escaped through a moment of “genuine creation.” 
Although the point was not always stated in such grand terms, the language of divinity 
and religious devotion had long before spread beyond Menuhin. Isadora Bennett received a letter 
during Shankar’s college tour of 1964 declaring: “Ravi Shankar is a God. There are just no 
words.”200 Audio of a post-concert interview with audiences in 1967 includes a woman focusing 
on how she perceived Shankar to be in some sense divine. Whereas in the 1950s Menuhin had 
declared Hindustani music to be a sacrifice to the gods, this audience member declared that 
Shankar himself was godlike: 
I don’t know, it was sort of like watching a god, because he turns and he smiles at the 
tablaist, and it’s like, it’s their own little world, they’re not... He doesn’t care if everyone 
out here is coughing, or looking at the names of the ragas, looking intellectually or 
something. Maybe if you started making noise maybe he’d mind, but it doesn’t seem like 
an artist who’s playing for the audience or is trying to evoke a certain emotion or 
something. It’s just that he’s doing it for himself and he’s giving you the privilege of 
sitting in on it…for 4.95 [laughter].201  
 
To my ear, there is no hint of cynicism in the woman’s voice when she brings up the price of her 
ticket at the end of her description. Instead, she sounds genuinely surprised, as if she had 
completely forgotten about the exchange of money until this very moment, when it reappeared as 
fully strange and incongruous with her experience.  
She is clearly wrong about the traditional importance of the audience in Hindustani 
classical music, where “musicians crave ongoing audience approval in the form of verbalizations 
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of praise, bodily gestures, and facial expressions of rapture” from “an educated audience.”202 Yet 
this misunderstanding is key to her appreciation of Shankar. We might anticipate a “godlike” 
comparison to focus on a description of the virtuoso’s seemingly superhuman technique or 
shows of power. Yet what this listener experienced as godlike was Shankar’s sheer absorption in 
his musical labor and the meaningful social connection he enjoyed through it. Menuhin stated 
this idea clearly years later, in the “Afterword” to Shankar’s second autobiography. For 
Menuhin, Shankar demonstrated the possibility of overcoming alienation by becoming both 
possessor and possessed: 
When he creates a composition, he is carried away. As much as he creates, he is also 
being led. And that part which escapes control, and which the person in the West wants to 
control, just as he wants to control territory and people, that part leads us beyond—and 
then takes fire, and moves on its own. From mastering an instrument we ourselves can 
become the instrument of something that has possessed us.”203 
 
Shankar’s perceived ability to be fully at home in the world through the power of his 
musical labor can be interpreted as decidedly cosmopolitan. The “creation” that Menuhin and the 
listener from that 1967 performance discuss with such wonder is not merely the creation of 
musical sound but of a seemingly autonomous space—“their own little world”—in which their 
activity is their own. The most basic cosmopolitan impulse is a desire to be at home in the world, 
at home with others, and at home with oneself. Thus Shankar’s capacity to appropriate a space 
for himself, seemingly regardless of setting or circumstance, represents a deeply compelling 
form of cosmopolitan virtuosity. 
Whereas Gould had opted for comparison to sum up Menuhin’s appeal, Menuhin spells 
out the expansive meanings of Shankar’s musical labor: “he has made sense and brought order 
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out of chaos, for he has restored the fundamental and supreme value of dedicated work, of self-
control, of faith and of the value of living.”204 Claiming that Shankar restores “the value of 
living” is a lofty and abstract compliment, but it encapsulates the desire for meaningful 
connection to our work, our world, and those with whom we share it. The web of religious 
metaphors applied to Menuhin and Shankar—as savior, god, martyr, prophet, high-priest, 
creator—demonstrates the ways that they stand in as mediators of this desire and as models for 
its potential accomplishment. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
As a term, virtuosity has come almost full circle in its roughly 500-year history. 
Originally referring to highly developed skill or knowledge in any respectable field, it came to be 
primarily associated with musical mastery—of composers and theorists, in particular—until it 
attached to performers of exceptional ability during the nineteenth century. In American English 
today, it maintains its association with musical performance, but it can also be used to describe 
any display of skill in a particular domain, from cooking to surgery to finance. In such usage, 
virtuosity now seems to function as an implicit metaphor, with the understanding that all of these 
are masterful in a way that compares to the musician. Musical virtuosity is the unmarked usage, 
but the phenomenon goes beyond issues of language, and our experience of virtuosity does not 
require that we invoke the term. Our everyday talk about skill, work, and sound can do just as 
much to shape and express our attitudes and experiences.  
What, then, counts as skill, and why does it matter? The answers vary widely, and they 
construct virtuosity in very different ways. I have proceeded under the assumption that the best 
way to expand our knowledge of virtuosity is to look at situations where skill looks, sounds, or 
conveys meaning differently than the dominant scholarly models might always lead us to expect. 
Thus, each of the case studies in this dissertation has demonstrated one of three basic 
relationships to the dominant discourse and models of virtuosity. First, Tony Melendez shows 
that virtuosity can exist without reference to the dominant models of skill; neither he nor his 
audiences talk in terms of measurement or ever-increasing difficulty. Second, virtuosity can arise 
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in opposition to these dominant models. Rural variety radio regularly defined the skill of its 
performers over and against the skill of performers of European art music. Rusticity of 
presentation and of sound—the drawl of an announcer, the casual scoops and bends of certain 
notes—was constitutive of skill. Third, Menuhin’s example shows how even those situated in the 
center of the discourse about virtuosity and explained through its canonic figures can expand its 
meanings. The term itself did not shift when applied to Menuhin, but his skillful display was 
increasingly discussed as “virtuosity and….” The ongoing emphasis on versatility and 
cosmopolitan collaboration represented an expansion and change in the phenomenon itself.  
Four other important threads have run throughout these case studies: 
Social Construction. The simplest yet most important theme is that virtuosity is socially 
constructed. The experience of virtuosity depends upon social relationships; context is 
fundamental to the phenomenon, including its potential recontextualization in mediated 
experience. I have focused on virtuosity’s construction through ongoing practices of presentation 
and perception, but virtuosity is socially constructed even when our experience seems 
immediate. Imagine a brief example: you stumble upon a performance by musicians with whom 
you are entirely unfamiliar, playing a style you’ve never encountered on instruments you’ve 
never seen, yet you are in awe. You do not read or listen to any words about them, and you do 
not communicate anything about your experience to anyone. You simply stare, isolated in your 
amazement. How was this socially constructed? On a basic level, it was constructed through the 
myriad social structures and relationships that allowed these musicians to practice their skills and 
present their music. But beyond this causal explanation, the perceptual experience of virtuosity is 
always already a social one—I perceive a musician as a fellow subject, not simply as an 
impressive object. This holds true when virtuosity is mediated; whether through the written page 
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or through broadcast or recording, I apperceive it as someone’s skill made manifest. 
Furthermore, as phenomenology emphasizes, this perception is not “raw.” It is structured 
through my own subjectivity, itself a product of myriad social relationships and practices of self-
formation. 
Any perception of skill is also likely to be influenced by gender, disability, race, and 
many others social constructs that shape the worlds in which we live. They are not always 
explicitly constructed or even invoked in the moment, but they are enacted. In other words, our 
world is socially constructed, but we do not start over for each project. We think, perceive, and 
feel through structures produced through previous practices. If some virtuosity seems obvious or 
immediate to us, it is because it articulates fundamental ideas about our bodies, our values, and 
our selves. 
Mediation. Virtuosity has been tied to different forms of media since the sixteenth 
century. The difference since the twentieth century lies in the electronic mediation of virtuosity, 
which always has both perceptual and social implications. In terms of perception, different forms 
of media have specific qualities and affordances that impact the experience of skill. Something 
as simple as the increased length of an LP recording—combined with the ready repeatability of 
such recordings—could impact the experience of virtuosity. The gaps of media, such as the 
absence of the visual in radio and recordings, provide lived space for narratives and discourse to 
take hold. The vivid aspects of mediated experience—radio’s sonic presence in the home and the 
hyper-real closeness of video close-ups on YouTube and in mediatized performance—provide a 
perspective on musical skill and a context for its experience otherwise impossible without 
mediation.  
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Along with these perceptual impacts, different forms of media impact sociality in diverse 
and unpredictable ways. Imagined communities of radio listeners gathered on Saturday nights in 
the 1930s, and record-buyers in the 1960s had close sonic encounters with Ravi Shankar via their 
phonographs. On the Internet today, the market seems to spill over into everything even as new 
guilds and amateur networks persist. The values and interests of these different social spheres 
overlap almost unrelentingly in ways that do not always make sense: on an Internet message 
board for banjo enthusiasts, one can search the list of professional teachers or debate the relative 
merits of banjo virtuoso Béla Fleck’s most recent project, all of this framed by ads for trash bags 
and streaming television services.1 
Model Perceiver. All the examples discussed in this dissertation demonstrate the role of 
the model perceiver whose relation to the performer serves as a mimetic guide to the audience. 
This is a role that traditionally has gone to music critics and master musicians—as with Yehudi 
Menuhin and the critics discussed in chapters 2 and 4—but as the examples of John Lair and 
Pope John Paul II demonstrate, the perspective of a model perceiver may be compelling for 
reasons that relate more to cultural values and identity than to presumed expertise. Pope John 
Paul II was never cited for his musical knowledge or understanding of the guitar; his role as a 
religious leader makes his impassioned reaction to Melendez one that others find deeply moving 
and are thus compelled to emulate. Lair was presented as a native Kentuckian who deeply related 
to the music, but whose musical knowledge was in some ways less important than his regional 
association. Menuhin’s status as a virtuoso gave his comments on Hindustani music added 
weight for audiences, but even he was cited less as a true expert on Hindustani music—which he 
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never truly was—than as a thoroughly enthusiastic observer whose “enormous admiration” for 
the music was his one of his primary qualifications.2 One telling commonality across all these 
examples is their gender and race. Even as women carved out space within different practices for 
their own displays of skill, the power to legitimate, discuss, and present skill remained primarily 
reserved for those who were white and male.  
Despite its prevalence in these case studies, the model perceiver is not a necessary part of 
the social construction of virtuosity within the age of electronic media. Streaming services, for 
example, generally do away with the role, although the DJ on traditional radio remains poised to 
serve the function. Different forms of media also create the possibility for the model perceiver to 
function in different ways. In social media, for example, the role often becomes less centralized. 
Rather than an expert or even a well-known figure, whoever posts or comments on a link 
becomes a potential guide, their words or their simple act of spreading a performance framing it 
in powerful ways. In all of these, the tendency to comment upon musical skill demonstrates that 
value does more than structure individual experience. We desire to express and explain the value 
we experience through virtuosity because, as Kwame Anthony Appiah argues, such values 
provide a way to “share our lives.”3 
Identity and Skill. It is common to treat identity and skill as distinct or even opposed 
concepts. In the language of the “American dream” and the myth of meritocracy discussed by 
sociologists Stephen McNamee and Robert Miller, people may believe that “individuals get 
ahead and earn rewards in direct proportion to their individual efforts and abilities.”4 This 
                                                
2 Yehudi Menuhin, liner notes to The Music of India: Morning and Evening Ragas, Ali Akbar Khan, Angel Records 
35283, 1955, LP. 
3 Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006), 27. 
4 Stephen J. McNamee and Robert K. Miller, Jr., The Meritocracy Myth, 3rd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2014), 2.  
  267 
ignores real structures of prejudice and unequal access to resources while also positing a basic 
distinction between skill and identity: if one has merit, then nothing else requires consideration—
one’s skill and hard work are all that matters. Conversely, critics of virtuosity have long held that 
the praise and wealth certain virtuosi enjoy are ill-gotten—they have succeeded without merit.  
I have argued throughout this dissertation that the quality and legitimacy assigned to any 
skillful act correlates to the legitimacy of a particular identity in a given time or place. This is 
because, as the Marxist thinkers have long held, human labor “transforms and fashions nature 
into objects of human need and desire” while also serving as the process by which “human 
beings produce themselves as subjects.”5 It is not that the “most skillful” are always duly 
rewarded for their labor, but as Hubert Dreyfus argues, skills quite literally “embody a whole 
cultural interpretation of what it means to be a human being.”6 Thus the relationship between 
skill and identity is the central dynamic that determines what counts as merit within a practice. 
Completely separating out skillful merit from identity is impossible because our ideas—and 
more importantly, the practices—of skill and subjectivity each subtend the other.  
Contemporary Outgrowths 
Both Tony Melendez and Kaki King continue performing today, and vestiges remain of the case 
studies from chapters 3 and 4 as well. John Lair’s tradition of downhome virtuosity continues at 
the very site where he built the actual barn for the Renfro Valley Barn Dance in 1939; the Renfro 
Valley Entertainment Center still stages programs in that “old barn theater.”7 Likewise, Ravi 
                                                
5 Anita Sridhar Chari, A Political Economy of the Senses: Neoliberalism, Reification, Critique (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2015), 97. 
6 Hubert L. Dreyfus, Skillful Coping: Essays on the Phenomenology of Everyday Perception and Action (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 131. 
7 “About Renfro Valley,” Renfro Valley, accessed December 3, 2016, http://www.renfrovalley.com/about/. 
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Shankar’s daughter, Anoushka Shankar, continues to perform many of her father’s compositions. 
This includes those originally written for the West Meets East recordings, which Anoushka 
Shankar now plays with virtuoso violinist Joshua Bell.  
The practices of presentation and perception that constitute these forms of virtuosity also 
have reverberations beyond their direct lineages. As my discussion of Tony Melendez and Kaki 
King demonstrated, technological accommodation is ubiquitous. Musical instruments 
accommodate musical action, and musicians adapt both their bodies and their chosen 
technologies to reach their musical goals. Thus in addition to those many cases where disability 
intersects with virtuosity, accommodation remains a salient, if often overlooked, quality. 
Furthermore, the basic body-technology dynamic of virtuosity happens in a social world where 
forms of embodied difference like disability and gender shape how skill is practiced and 
perceived.  
Aspects of downhome virtuosity discussed in Chapter 3 carry over into country music 
and related genres, where it competes with the more serious and consistently soloist-centered 
virtuosity of bluegrass and the more recent influence of classic rock virtuosity in country. From 
1969 to 1992, the television variety show Hee Haw continued the tradition of downhome 
virtuosity through its combination of corny rural-themed jokes and sketches alongside 
impressive musicians. Even before he joined Hee Haw as one of its hosts, guitarist Roy Clark’s 
rendition of the “12th Street Rag”—a show piece that had also been popular with guitarists on 
rural variety radio—made use of visuals in a way his radio forerunners could not, grimacing at a 
comical “mistake” as he ripped through the piece, his exaggerated facial expressions alternating 
between focused concentration and goofy self-assurance.8 Outside of such media contexts, Chris 
                                                
8 Roy Clark, “Roy Clark - 12th Street Rag,” YouTube Video, 2:47, posted by “billga2010,” May 9, 2010, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rT2PTetKMU8. 
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Goertzen describes the fiddlers who continue to compete in fiddle contests and conventions 
today in terms very familiar to downhome virtuosity: they are “self-reliant, hardworking, full of 
humor, and skilled in an impressive but not intimidating way.”9  
Cosmopolitan virtuosity continues today perhaps most obviously in the work of The Silk 
Road Ensemble and its network of collaborators. Cellist Yo-Yo Ma has spearheaded the Silk 
Road Ensemble as a way to seek common cultural ground through performance, and The Silk 
Road organization—of which the ensemble is the most prominent part—is clearly cast in 
cosmopolitan terms. Its “vision and mission” statement declares: “Silkroad is the world where 
exploring our differences enriches our humanity.”10 The continued affective power of 
cosmopolitan virtuosity can be seen in musicologist Mina Yang’s description of attending a 
performance of the Silk Road Ensemble. She went prepared to exercise her critical faculties, but 
instead found herself swept up in the experience: “Playing music not of their own tradition, the 
musicians had to listen more intensely and draw upon the full range of their improvisational 
skills to adapt to each other's sounds and gestures.”11 The situation required that they exercise 
their skills more deeply, perhaps take them to a new level. What Yang describes as “the ability of 
the Silk Road musicians” to simultaneously express and “transcend their ethnic heritage”—is a 
widely celebrated form of cosmopolitan virtuosity today.12  
Because the Silk Road Ensemble is inspired by the historic trade route connecting parts 
of Europe and Asia, most of the musicians come from artistic traditions in one of these broadly-
                                                
9 Chris Goertzen, Southern Fiddlers and Fiddle Contests (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2008), 5. 
10 “About Silk Road,” Silk Road Project, accessed December 3, 2016, https://www.silkroadproject.org/about-us/. 
11 Mina Yang “East Meets West in the Concert Hall: Asians and Classical Music in the Century of Imperialism, 
Post-Colonialism, and Multiculturalism,” Asian Music 38, no. 1 (Winter–Spring 2007): 22. 
12 Ibid., 24 
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defined regions. However, the members of the Silk Road Ensemble—often promoted as 
members even when not playing with the ensemble—engage traditions from outside these 
realms. Yo-Yo Ma himself has collaborated with dancer Lil Buck, who performs a style of dance 
called “jookin”—a version of Memphis hip-hop dance traditions. Media and live performance 
also continue to interweave in how these projects are circulated and even conceived. Yo-Yo Ma 
first encountered Lil Buck via a popular YouTube video, later recording his own video with the 
dancer that in turn went viral.13 In 2015, Lil Buck came to Chapel Hill with members of the Silk 
Road ensemble, and when a student wrote a paper on the concert for a class I was teaching, she 
included another concert-goer’s colloquial interpretation of cosmopolitan virtuosity: “One of the 
most amazing hip-hop dancers I’ve ever seen just hip-hop danced to a bagpipe solo. If you can 
hip-hop dance to a bagpipe solo played by a very short Cambodian woman, I think you can do 
almost anything.”14  
Cosmopolitan virtuosity has also spread to genres and styles once reserved for the 
downhome. Abigail Washburn, who plays banjo in a clawhammer style more associated with 
old-time music than the three-fingered “Scruggs style” of bluegrass, has performed with 
members of the Silk Road Ensemble as well as touring with “genre-bending composer and 
guzheng virtuoso” Wu Fei as “Wu-force.”15 Fellow banjo-player Béla Fleck has been described 
as “one of the world’s most accommodating virtuosos,” a title that captures his stylistic 
                                                
13 John Beifuss, Commercial Appeal, “Lil Buck comes home for New Ballet Ensemble's 'Nut ReMix'” November 
17, 2016, http://www.commercialappeal.com/story/entertainment/arts/stage/2016/11/16/lil-buck-comes-new-ballet-
ensembles-nut-remix/93904488/. 
14 As with so many other examples throughout this dissertation, this audience member’s focus on skillful display by 
a “very short Cambodian woman”—who actually was Galician bagpiper Cristina Pato—included seemingly less 
relevant markers of difference like height. 
15 “Wu Fei,” Wu Fei Music, accessed December 3, 2016, http://www.wufeimusic.com/. 
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flexibility across multiple projects as well as his relaxed stage manner and occasionally self-
deprecating humor.16  
It is no coincidence that the language of “projects” permeates the work of such 
cosmopolitan virtuosi. The musicians are not members of a fixed band or full-time orchestra that 
would require all their creative energies. Instead, as musicologist Andrea Moore notes, musicians 
are increasingly likely to think of and promote themselves as entrepreneurs, individuals who 
undertake “a mode of working based on organizing a venture on one’s own initiative and at one’s 
own risk.”17 Virtuosity’s centrality to projects like these points to the importance of the 
musicians’ display of power. It is not only that boundaries dissolve through some invisible, 
unstoppable force of globalization but that the musicians play some part in actively dissolving 
them. Their skill allows them to maintain a degree of agency in the context of both globalizing 
markets and disintegrating cultural hierarchies that once safely cordoned off high from low, and 
all this makes the question of who is allowed mobility in these collaborations central. 
Washburn’s collaborations tend to flow in both directions: when she performs with Wu Fei, both 
women sing in Chinese and English, and they perform songs drawn from both American and 
Chinese musical traditions. But there remains a tendency in many similar projects to make 
musicians from other cultures or regions into the fixed others that demonstrate the virtuoso’s 
flexibility. 
Consider as a brief final example Béla Fleck’s 2009 project Throw Down Your Heart, in 
which Fleck goes on a “musical adventure to Africa.”18 Throw Down Your Heart is a trans-media 
                                                
16 Nate Chinen, “Vision, Transition and Juxtaposition,” New York Times, June 3, 2012. 
17 Andrea Moore, “Neoliberalism and the Musical Entrepreneur,” Journal of the Society for American Music 10, no. 
1 (2016): 35. 
18 Throw Down Your Heart: Béla Fleck Brings the Banjo back to Africa, Dir. Sascha Paladino, 2009: 0:02:19. 
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project, in which both the album and the documentary film about Fleck’s journey go by the same 
name. There is no way to determine which is the primary media component, because both are 
simply different iterations of the same undertaking—each simultaneously a product itself and an 
advertisement for the other. Even promotional media appearances literally become part of the 
project, as key voice-over early in the film comes from Fleck’s interview with NPR prior to the 
trip.  
The film’s tagline declares triumphantly “Béla Fleck Brings the Banjo Back to Africa,” 
though the instrument’s organological roots increasingly disappear beneath the project’s musical 
enterprise.19 What the concept of return helps establish is the setting of the project as “Africa”—
a place constructed as natural, distant, and pleasantly aesthetic. The iconography of Africa 
throughout the film and its promotional materials reinforces this construct. The “map” of Africa 
that shows his travels looks like pastel papier-mâché with only the slightest hint of national 
borders, and the project’s website pictured three silhouettes representing Fleck, the director, and 
the sound engineer in front of a group of grass huts. Moving the cursor over a particular hut 
reveals the name of one the African nations Fleck visited, with the option of clicking on it to 
reveal the names of the musicians he encountered there (Figure 14). 
                                                
19 The album was released on March 3, 2009; the film was released ten days later on March 13. 
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Figure 14: Screenshot Taken August 6, 2014 from “About,” 
www.throwdownyourheart.com/about (site discontinued) 
 
Whether watching the film or listening to the album, Fleck is presented as the mobile 
agent within these performances—the subtle accommodation of his many collaborators easily 
passes by unnoticed. For many American audiences, it was precisely Fleck’s ability to perform 
outside anything like a normal social relationship or knowledge of tradition that carried value. 
The online community “banjo hangout” has nearly 200 threads discussing Throw Down Your 
Heart, some started four years after its release. The descriptions of Fleck’s project in these 
threads show how common it was to be excited by Fleck’s skill in adapting to such a situation: “I 
was just blown away…He simply made music, on the spot, with total strangers playing foreign 
tunes on curious instruments.”20 For many amateurs, the improvisatory freedom so prized within 
the context of the jam session is one of their primary goals and orienting values. In those 
settings, one presumably shares a craft, a general aesthetic orientation, and even a partial 
repertoire with others, even if one enters as a stranger. Fleck’s skill, conversely, is viewed as 
                                                
20 User Arcadian, “ARCHIVED TOPIC: Bela Fleck: ‘Throw Down Your Heart,’” January 23, 2011, 
http://www.banjohangout.org/archive/197467. 
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universally valid, such that the potential to be entirely decontextualized and dissocialized 
becomes a virtue. 
While Fleck and his fans attempt to bracket non-aesthetic issues by claiming that this 
project is simply “about the music,” ethical values thoroughly shape their experience. One user 
wrote admiringly:  
He just walked in naked to the jam. His enormous talent is such that he could literally 
absorb not only the notes, but the nuances of whatever was being played…He just picked 
it up and joined the flow. As a human being, he sees no color, creed or barriers. He 
readily loved everyone he met.21  
 
Ironically, it is the bracketing of non-aesthetic issues that clears the way for Fleck’s actions to 
then be praised on ethical grounds. Fleck approaches his interactions as if he is not in a position 
of power. This makes his persona in the film likeable, yet—as so often happens for people with 
power—it also leaves the assumptions and stereotypes regarding the people with whom he 
interacts unchallenged. In this way, cosmopolitan virtuosity regularly fails to make much 
progress towards what Bruce Robbins identifies as the ethical goal of cosmopolitanism: “turning 
invisibly determining and often exploitative connections into conscious and self-critical ones.”22  
As with Menuhin and Shankar decades earlier, the Other’s boundaries must remain fixed 
to a certain degree in order for the boundaries around the self to be transcended. This is ripe for a 
common critique of privileged forms of cosmopolitanism: they fail to allow that the Other, too, 
might be cosmopolitan. The difficulty in correcting this error is that representations, beyond 
simply implicating “the positions from which we speak and write” as Stuart Hall argues, are in 
                                                
21 User frailin, “ARCHIVED TOPIC: Bela Fleck: ‘Throw Down Your Heart,’” July 22, 2012, 
http://www.banjohangout.org/archive/241296. 
22 Bruce Robbins, Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling Beyond the Nation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1998), 3. 
  275 
some ways recursively formative of these positions.23 Thus the romanticization of Africa and the 
tendency of many musicians and consumers in the United States and Europe to treat musicians 
from there as natural are more than accidental holdovers from a colonial age; representations of 
others are reproduced not as benign misunderstandings but as grounds for self-understanding.  
The Problem and the Potential of Virtuosity 
In the Introduction, I argued for conceiving of virtuosity as a “cultural performance” of the 
values upon which a group or individuals base their understandings of the subject and their own 
capacity for labor. Taking this path, Chapter 2 described how virtuosity enacts two aspects of 
power—the power to act directly on others and the power to portray oneself in a way that 
partially determines how others act towards you. Chapter 3 considered the virtuoso persona’s 
performance of partially unalienated labor as one of its key components, and the conclusion of 
Chapter 4 explored how cosmopolitan virtuosity combined these, performing the power to 
appropriate a social and cultural space for oneself.  
By not presuming fetishism, it would seem that the arguments of these chapters run 
contrary to the common criticism that virtuosity falls prey to alienation. As the virtuoso 
manipulates audiences for purely economic ends, so the critique goes, any other values 
performed there are cynically feigned for the sake of this material gain. There is, however, more 
agreement between my descriptions of the cultural performance of value and accusations of 
fetishism than there may at first appear, for it is precisely because virtuosity is expected to 
display partially unalienated labor that failing to do so is such an affront. In their vehemence, 
criticisms of virtuosity’s presumed failure provide negative proof of my arguments about its 
                                                
23 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” in Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, ed. Jonathan Rutherford 
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), 222. 
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meaning. For although I have maintained the distinctions between virtuosity, the virtuoso 
persona, and virtuoso identity for the sake of clarity, the fact that both scholars and audiences 
tend to collapse the terms into each other is telling. In both positive and negative statements, they 
speak of virtuosity as something that belongs to the virtuoso—as Shankar’s, Melendez’s, or 
Ledford’s—and this reveals a great deal about why the phenomenon matters to them. Audiences 
collapse virtuosity and virtuoso together because that is precisely what they value and desire 
within the phenomenon: work and worker united as one.  
Yet to be clear, this labor does not overcome alienation altogether. As Matt Stahl argues 
with regards to popular musicians, contemporary virtuosi are “unfree masters,” entangled in 
various contractual obligations and beholden to musical markets that limit their actual 
freedoms.24 Applied to virtuosity, Stahl’s arguments capture in less dire terms my interpretation 
of Adorno’s martyr metaphor: virtuosi are “double figures” representing “forms of expression, 
autonomy, and desirability, seeming to encapsulate some of our society’s most cherished virtues 
and values” even as they are working people “whose contractually governed relationship…is 
sometimes one of real subordination.”25 But the most powerful of virtuosi push against even the 
conditions that Stahl describes. As a singer and dancer, pop superstar Beyoncé regularly garners 
praise for her power and precision, but critics and audiences also increasingly comment on her 
business power. As she told Billboard:  
When I decided to manage myself it was important that I didn’t go to some big 
management company. I felt like I wanted to follow the footsteps of Madonna and be a 
powerhouse and have my own empire and show other women when you get to this point 
                                                
24 Matt Stahl, Unfree Masters: Recording Artists and the Politics of Work (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2013), 3.  
25 Ibid. 
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in your career you don’t have to go sign with someone else and share your money and 
your success—you do it yourself.26  
 
When she released a self-titled “visual album” without any promotion or even forewarning in 
2013, Rolling Stone declared the move an example of “the Beyoncé Philosophy,” which the 
magazine reduced to one simple truth: “Beyoncé can do anything the hell she wants to.”27 This is 
virtuosity beyond mastery as a vocalist and dancer. Beyoncé seeks—and audiences and critics 
value her ability to exercise—control over her representation, her artistic decisions, and her 
contracts.  
Some scholars would argue that, regardless of the real or imagined freedoms of virtuosi, 
the social effect of virtuosity is a negative one. Read through this lens, virtuosity is one in a long 
line of spectacular distractions from real material problems, as outlined by historian Stuart Ewen: 
From the period of the 1920's, commercial culture has increasingly provided an idiom 
within which desires for social change and fantasies of liberation might be articulated and 
contained. The cultural displacement effected by consumerism has provided a mode of 
perception that has both confronted the question of human need and at the same time 
restricted its possibilities.28 
 
This is virtuosity as release valve, a way of soothing anxieties without effecting meaningful 
change.  
Still others would claim that the celebration of musical virtuosity is damaging in that it 
simply furthers the relentless valorization of work within American culture. According to Kathi 
Weeks, American ideologies of work increasingly allow “dreams of individual accomplishment 
and desires to contribute to the common good” to “become firmly attached to waged work, 
                                                
26 Andy Gensler, “Beyonce on Self-Management, Following Madonna’s Footsteps, Developing Other Artists” 
Billboard, December 22, 2013, http://www.billboard.com/biz/articles/news/legal-and-
management/5847820/beyonce-on-self-management-following-madonnas. 
27 Rob Sheffield, “Beyonce: Beyoncé,” Rolling Stone, December 14, 2013, 
http://www.rollingstone.com/music/albumreviews/beyonce-20131214. 
28 Stuart Ewen, Captains of Consciousness (New York: McGraw Hill, 1976), 219–20. 
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where they can be hijacked to rather different ends: to produce neither individual riches nor 
social wealth, but privately appropriated surplus value.”29 This is reflected in corporations’ 
adoption of the language of unalienated labor—appealing to “freedom” and “liberation”—within 
the widespread “‘just be yourself’ management approach” that has become “popular in business 
ideology” today.30  
The praise of work has also spread beyond business into the world of fictional 
entertainment. Consider the recently named phenomenon of “competence porn.” In 2009, 
television writer John Rogers coined the phrase to describe the ways that people engage with the 
depictions of characters involved in the practice of their jobs. Working on the script for the 
television show Leverage, Rogers and his fellow writers ended up producing an episode that 
spent an unusual amount of time in the show’s “briefing room” where characters plan and 
discuss the details of the coming action. Rogers initially feared that audiences might be bored, 
but he instead received a surprise: 
Ironically, this episode arrived just as we were collating feedback off the 'net and found, 
stunningly, you people love the briefing scenes. For we writers, it was always X pages of 
pipe we tried to make as entertaining as possible and move past to get into the plot. For 
the audience, watching competent people banter and plan was a big part of the appeal. 
“Competence porn” as we started calling it.31 
 
Describing this as “porn” reflects the fine line between virtuosity as a display of 
unalienated labor and virtuosity as self-indulgence. To avoid censure, the display of skill must 
walk this line, and like the phrase “competence porn,” the language that polices these boundaries 
                                                
29 Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 7. 
30 Peter Fleming, Authenticity and the Cultural Politics of Work: New Forms of Informal Control (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 7. 
31 John Rogers, “LEVERAGE #204 "The Fairy Godparents Job" Post-game,” Kung Fu Monkey, August 11, 2009, 
http://kfmonkey.blogspot.com/2009/08/leverage-204-fairy-godparents-job-post.html. 
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is often that of the sexually taboo. If the labor of making music is too explicitly for oneself, then 
it is masturbatory—a common insult used to describe rock and heavy metal guitarists in 
particular, whose masculine display is already highly sexualized. On the other hand, if it is too 
explicitly for the voyeuristic pleasure of others, then it risks being called pornographic—done for 
show, ultimately meaningless.32 Yet the most cutting criticism of competence porn is that its 
appeal depends upon our era of precarity, when “the threat of job loss attributed to the pressures 
of global competition puts workers on the defensive, while the contraction of social welfare 
provisions further enforces individuals’ dependence on the wage relation.” We seek to embody 
perfect competence because making our skill apparent and socially meaningful is a basic means 
of survival. “Restless anxiety and uncertainty” help keep our “nose to the grindstone,” while the 
ideology of work makes us grateful for it.33 
It would seem that these last two criticisms are inescapable. One warns that virtuosity is a 
distraction that produces ever more passive consumers; the other claims that virtuosity promotes 
an ideology of dogged laborers. In either case, it seems we are left with another of Adorno’s 
decidedly negative declarations: “in mass culture, virtuosity is all that remains.”34 Yet some have 
held out hope that electronic media might eliminate the distinctions between consumers and 
producers, thereby moving beyond virtuosity altogether. In 1966, virtuoso pianist Glenn Gould 
dreamt of such a world when he ruminated on “music’s role in an electronic age.” Ultimately, 
                                                
32 Rogers and others primarily use “competence porn” in a positive, almost humorous way. Other practices dubbed 
as pornographic may be given a decidedly negative valence. For example, the overcoming narratives discussed in 
Chapter 2 may also be described as “inspiration porn,” which carries negative connotations and is generally meant 
as a critique. 
33 Weeks, The Problem with Work, 69. 
34 Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture,” in The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J. M. 
Bernstein (New York: Routledge, 1991), 88. 
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Gould imagined the virtuoso becoming obsolete: “In the best of all possible worlds, art would be 
unnecessary. Its offer of restorative, placative therapy would go begging a patient. The 
professional specialization involved in its making would be presumption. The generalities of its 
applicability would be an affront. The audience would be the artist and their life would be art.”35 
Gould imagines both the dissolution of the market for art and the disbanding of the specialized 
guild of artists. The amateur returns to prominence in this media utopia. In the best of all 
possible worlds, each of us is a virtuoso.  
Unfortunately, our expanding media ecologies have not allowed us to produce such a 
world. Instead, musical performance and media continue to show us the values we most desire. 
Are they wholly co-opted by the corporate culture of work? Are they illusory fetishes, robbed of 
any potential for enacting real change, as Adorno and Ewen claim? Such questions cannot be 
answered categorically, especially if we recall that Adorno usually conceives of virtuosity rather 
narrowly as measurable excess via the model of sport. If this dissertation has proven anything, it 
is that virtuosity takes many forms beyond that model. Virtuosity is too varied a phenomenon—
too embedded in the social and technological fabric of specific places and times—for blanket 
descriptions of it as either oppressive or emancipatory to hold true. This does not solve the 
problem of virtuosity; however, I would argue that virtuosity itself may provide some tools for 
addressing that problem.  
*** 
At a 2016 performance in Chapel Hill, mandolinist Chris Thile took the stage for an encore. Just 
before playing his final selection, he offered an unexpectedly blunt interpretation of why 
audiences respond to him the way that they do: “We do myriad horrible things to each other, but 
                                                
35 Glenn Gould, “The Prospects of Recording,” High Fidelity 16, no. 4 (April 1966): 63.  
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we are capable of immense, unique beauty.” The statement was striking for a numbers of 
reasons. First, the “horrible things” invoked in its first part are actual: we do them. The immense 
beauty, on the other hand, remains in the realm of possibility. Performers rarely hold themselves 
up so clearly as examples of human potential despite human failures, but his statement rang 
true—the audience roared with approval. Perhaps surprisingly, his sentiment also mirrors a 
comment Adorno made to Max Horkheimer: “Human beings do things in a far more terrible way 
than animals, but the idea that things might be otherwise is one that has occurred only to 
humans.”36 Like Thile’s comments, the terrible nature of our actions are real for Adorno; the 
positive aspects remain in the realm of imagination. 
Human labor can be damaging. It can enact domination and display our tendency to seek 
measurable, individual gain rather than common good. But what Adorno treats suspiciously 
throughout his writings as fetishism might actually provide tools for what he also considers an 
essential and unique human characteristic: the ability to imagine the world otherwise.37 In 
virtuosity, skill—the ubiquitous necessity of musical production—becomes apparent. This 
reflexive turn is significant; as Dwight Conquergood argues, reflexive genres “hold out the 
promise of reimagining and refashioning the world.”38 As labor that reflexively dramatizes its 
own value in a particular time and place, virtuosity provides an opportunity to observe those 
values, to question them, and even to consider how we might reject or remake them.  
 
 
                                                
36 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Towards a New Manifesto, trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Verso 
Books, 2011), 45. 
37 Ibid. The phrase “imagining otherwise” has been used in a variety of contexts. Here I reference Adorno’s words, 
quoted above. 
38 Dwight Conquergood, "Poetics, Play, Process, and Power: The Performative Turn in Anthropology," Text and 
Performance Quarterly 1 (1989): 83. 
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